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What shattered was the life I thought I was living.
Not just the shattered family, the dreams, and the security but the assumption that love, once chosen, is always safe the belief that faith guarantees protection from pain the future I had imagined and quietly organized my life around
The shattering wasn’t loud at first. It was subtle and cumulative truths revealed, illusions stripped away, expectations collapsing under the weight of reality. What broke was the structure I had built meaning on: the story I told myself about who we were, who God was in this chapter, and how life was supposed to unfold.
This wasn’t heartbreak alone.
It was disorientation.

What Was Unbreakable
What proved unbreakable was love that transformed rather than disappeared—and faith that endured without answers.
Not romanticized love. Not certainty-driven faith. A love that learned to exist without possession, performance, or guarantees faith that stayed when God was silent, confusing, or painful
The unbreakable thing was the capacity to love without losing myself and to trust God without understanding Him.
I did not emerge untouched.
I emerged still standing.

What is the definition of Love
love is not defined by outcome.
Love is choosing honesty over illusion, staying tender without becoming naïve, releasing control while refusing bitterness
Love survives not because it avoids pain, but because it is willing to be reshaped by truth.
This book shares that love does not die when it changes form.
Sometimes, love survives by becoming something truer.

Faith in this story is not certainty.
It is continuance.
Faith is remaining present when prayers go unanswered, staying open when trust feels dangerous, refusing to weaponize God to explain suffering
Faith survives not because everything makes sense, but because walking away would require abandoning the deepest part of myself.
This is faith without applause.
Faith without neat conclusions.
Faith that looks more like endurance than victory.

Shattered but Unbreakable is the story of what happens when the life you trusted collapses—and you discover that love and faith don’t survive by staying the same, but by becoming truer, deeper, and more honest than they were before.
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Epigraph
I don’t look like what I’ve been through,
not because it didn’t wound me,
but because love and faith survived
in ways I never expected.
This is not the story of being spared.
It is the story of what God preserved
when I reached for the thread of His garment
and held on for dear life.
Somewhere over the rainbow,
a mother sang through trembling breath.
Amazing grace, how sweet the sound—
a song carried beyond goodbye.


















Introduction
Everyone has a story. Not the polished version.
Not the one we tell at dinner parties or post in carefully chosen sentences with perfect pictures for social media. You know the kind. The kind of story that makes you close the app and quietly wonder, ugh… why can’t my life feel that perfect? This isn’t about the polished version we see on the surface. I’m talking about the real story—the one shaped by loss, disappointment, unanswered prayers, and the quiet, often unseen moments when life didn’t turn out the way we believed it would. These are the moments we don’t post or explain, yet carry with us all the same—until, over time, they settle into our hearts and take shape as grief in one form or another.
Grief does not arrive the same way for everyone. Sometimes it comes with hospital rooms, unbearable goodbyes, and death. Sometimes it comes with the loss of a job, a marriage, a dream, or a future you planned your heart around. Sometimes it comes when relationships fracture, when children suffer, when faith itself feels fragile in your hands.
For a long time, I believed love was something that could be taken from us.
That when people die, or relationships change, or life breaks open in ways we never imagined, love dies too. I was wrong.
Love does not disappear.
It transforms.
The love I had for my children did not die with them.
The love I carry for my husband did not vanish in loss.
Love lives. It moves. It endures.
Love is not bound to bodies or outcomes or timelines.
Love is energy.
Love is presence, not just in the physical.
Love is God.
Faith, too, had to be redefined.
I once thought faith meant being protected from pain—rewarded for belief, spared from suffering. But faith that only works when life makes sense is not faith at all. It is agreement.
What I learned is that faith survives not by turning away from God in the darkness, but by turning toward Him. If you think about the relationship we have with him, it is never him that leaves or turns away.  It’s us. We fall away, intentionally run away, or get complacent, but when we turn back to Him, he is right there where we left him.  He never leaves. Faith is not demanding answers, not forcing meaning. Faith is simply staying, believing, leaning in, and being carried.
Staying with God when prayers go unanswered.
Staying with God when love changes shape.
Staying with God when the future you imagined no longer exists.
This is how my love and my faith survived.
Not because I was strong.
Not because I understood.
But because I chose not to let grief have the final word.
This book is not about comparing pain. It is about honoring it.
If you are here, you are carrying something. You don’t have to name it for it to matter.
If you are holding loss—of any kind—this book is for you.
If you have wondered whether love can outlive devastation, or whether faith can endure disappointment, you are not alone.
Your story may look nothing like mine, but the ache, the questions, the longing—they speak the same language.
This book is not here to fix you.
It is here to sit with you.
To remind you that love still lives.
That faith can survive without certainty.
And that even after everything shatters, something holy remains, Faith and that is Unbreakable.
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Prologue
It was a beautiful spring day in Northeastern Pennsylvania—one of those early mornings where the sun pours gold across everything: the road, the trees, the edges of your life. The air was crisp, the grass impossibly green, daffodils smiling in front yards and wild fields, and the sky so wide and blue it felt like a promise.
We were almost home.
Less than two miles from our front door.
My husband and I were packed into the front seats of the white Grand Caravan he had proudly bought the year before, with our four children—three girls and a boy—lined up behind us. Paul almost never drove, but I’d just come off a stretch of night shifts and exhaustion sat heavy in my bones. When he offered to take the wheel that morning, I let him.
The kids’ laughter floated up from the back seat—bright, breathless, a tangle of joy and chaos weaving through the air. At first, it pulled a smile from me without thinking. But then something in the sound shifted—just enough to catch, to prickle. It grew louder, sharper, untethered in a way I couldn’t quite name. I turned around.
Three of them were out of their car seats.
“Pull over,” I said, sharply. “Pull over now.”
Paul responded immediately—rare for him to move that fast at the first ask—but he heard something in my voice. He eased the van onto the shoulder of the busy expressway.
I stepped out onto cool grass, almost barefoot, and slid the side door open in one swift motion. Lizzy—three and wriggly—laughed as I lifted her back into her seat and buckled her tight. Nick, four, giggled when I clicked his buckle. Cassie—seven, mischievous—gave me that look she saved for moments when she knew I didn’t want to laugh, but would anyway. I swatted her playfully.
“You know better,” I said.
I strapped her in, shut the door hard, and climbed back into the passenger seat. Just before I pulled the seatbelt across my chest, something in me paused. I turned one more time to check. I looked back at them—my beautiful babies—just to be sure…..and then I heard it.
I had never heard the sound of metal colliding like I did that day. In an instant, the world went dark and silent.
It was the loudest silence I have ever heard. The brightest darkness I have ever seen. Time twisted in on itself—racing, dragging, freezing all at once.
From somewhere deeper than thought, I screamed one name: “Jesus!”
I threw my door open and ran to the back of the minivan. The pavement burned beneath my bare feet, but I didn’t feel it. I didn’t know we were no longer on the shoulder. I didn’t know the van had somehow ended up against the median. I didn’t know an SUV lay upside down in a ditch 75 ft behind us. Nothing made sense. Only the screaming did.
My children’s screams—the horrific sound of fear, pain, and confusion pierced the air. Traffic behind us immediately frozen in its tracks, sitting idle in disbelief. Two men who had been a few cars behind us but saw everything rushed toward me. I grabbed the sliding side door handle of the van with a force that felt primal and flung it open. The men flew into action when they saw the car full of children. 
“There are FOUR!” I screamed. “FOUR kids!”
They kept saying, “There are three.”
“No—there are FOUR!” First the unlocked Aria’s car seat and carried it with her still in it to the shoulder of the expressway. They took Lizzy’s hand and walked her over to the same spot. Nick was in the third row, on the passenger side, strapped in his booster seat, crying. Everything seemed to be happening at once. Then a woman appeared, almost out of nowhere. She looked me in the eyes and asked, gently but urgently, “Can you describe the fourth child?”
Panic surged through me like fire.
“She has long, thick black hair,” I cried. “She’s tiny. She’s wearing camouflage—please—please—nothing can happen to her!”
The past slammed into me—years of fighting to protect her. Custody battles. Promises. The vow in my own heart that she would be safe with me. Now I was on the side of the road, screaming the same sentence again and again like it could hold reality in place:
“Nothing can happen to her! Nothing can happen to her!”
I looked left. Aria—thirteen months—still strapped into her car seat on the side of the road, screaming alone.
I looked right. Lizzy stood with strangers, blood streaming down her pale skin, soaking into her beautiful golden curls—turning them red.
I turned away for just a minute in shock, trying to breathe my next breath. Then—farther ahead—about fifty yards—someone started walking toward me from a car that had pulled over. I could barely see through my tears. I was still screaming, still pleading, still calling out into the chaos.
But then I recognized her. It was Judy.  Judy from high school. I hadn’t seen her in 10 years. I remembered her as one of the kindest, gentlest people I had ever known. She was always smiling, so positive that she could encourage a wilting flower to bloom. A familiar face. A safe face. She didn’t hesitate. She walked straight to me and wrapped her arms around me. She held me as if with her hug she was holding together the pieces of my shattering heart.
The other woman from the scene leaned in close and whispered words that knocked the breath clean out of my body:
“She has a faint pulse.”
They had found her.
She was still strapped in—pinned between seats.
They lifted her out limp and quiet, and as they carried her, her tiny body slumped across my son’s lap.
My sweet boy—still buckled in— sat there frozen, crying, confused, with his sister’s blood pooling onto his freshly ironed khaki pants. He didn’t know what to do.
I didn’t know what to do.
Behind me, all lanes of traffic had come to a complete stop. Miles of cars stood frozen, locked in shock. A caravan of ambulances began arriving—but they couldn’t reach us from behind, so they drove in from the wrong direction, weaving against traffic just to get to the scene.
As EMTs deployed, I watched them begin walking toward the overturned SUV in the ditch. One of the men near me shouted, “NO! Over here! There are FOUR kids—and a daughter and dad—they’re unconscious!”
Everything snapped into motion.
One by one, ambulances loaded up—police escorts speeding each one toward the trauma center less than a mile away. Each time one left, a piece of me went with it. When the last of my babies was taken, an EMT turned to me and asked, “Are you okay?” I hadn’t even realized I hadn’t been checked. That I hadn’t sat down. That I hadn’t taken a breath.
Just like that, my body gave up. I collapsed onto the stretcher and whispered, “I think my shoulder is broken.” For the eternity of hell I had just survived, I hadn’t felt a thing.
But now the pain came—sharp, raw, real—slapping me with the full weight of everything I had just seen.
I didn’t yet know everything I had lost. Only that nothing—nothing—would ever be the same again. I knew what I didn’t lose, and that was God. Even in the terror help came running, the kind of help only He can send – I was never alone. 


Chapter 1: The Day Everything Changed (Dragonfly)
There are days that split your life in two: before and after. For me, that day was a sun-drenched spring morning in 2003—the kind that should have promised laughter, school memories, and home by lunchtime. Instead, it became the jagged point where my life cleaved into the version I had known and a version I never would have imagined surviving.
At the time, I was a nursing student at the end of my junior year, assigned to a pediatric clinical rotation. Each student was allowed one Friday off during the rotation, and the day of the accident wasn’t supposed to be mine. Most of us were second career, a little older. It was not your traditional college group that’s for sure. It seemed as though we were all burning the candle at both ends. Finding someone with any flexibility was like finding a needle in a haystack. I remember asking one of the single girls if she would switch with me. I didn’t want to miss a school event—one of those small, ordinary things you never think you’ll one day ache to revisit. Misty was the sweetest always happy to help bubbly young woman.  She was more than happy to trade to make sure this mama didn’t miss a thing. 
Grandparents Day was a big deal at the small private Christian school my three older children attended. The theme that year was “I’m in the Lord’s Army.” The school was a classic white church with a tall steeple, sitting on a little green hill. Inside, it looked like decades of potlucks and prayer meetings had left their fingerprints on the walls. It was modest, but it was ours—our little sanctuary away from the harshness of the world. Every teacher, every family, was on fire for the Lord, and you could feel it. The power of God was bigger than the building itself.
At home, life was small and tight and full. We lived in a creaky old house with slanted floors and doors that didn’t quite close. Paint chipped, windows leaked drafts, steam radiators bellowed through the night, and the plumbing had a mind of its own—but it was ours. We were young, building a life out of love, hand-me-downs, and hope. Being a mom working night shifts while trying to finish nursing school meant I was always running behind, always counting minutes and dollars, always doing the best I could with what I had. Everything came down to the wire, but somehow, we made it work. That week was no different.
The night before Grandparents Day was a flurry of last-minute preparation—making sure Cassie had everything just right. She was a diva and no detail could go unattended to. She needed a camouflage outfit for the performance. So, we went to the mall and found army green pants, black boots, and a camouflage tank top. It wouldn’t have been Cassie if we hadn’t topped it off with heart-shaped aviator sunglasses. She was vibrant and precocious, the kind of child who would speak to anyone, anywhere. Even at the cash register, an older woman struck up a conversation with her, smiling at the way Cassie filled space with light. When we finished paying and turned to leave, the woman stopped me and offered a compliment about my precious girl. I remember feeling proud—and tired—and grateful all at once.
On the way back to the parking garage, we passed the chocolate shop. One of my favorite mall rituals was buying myself a single chocolate-covered strawberry. Just one. I felt that pull—get one—so we stopped, and I ordered two. One for her, one for me.
The garage was dim and starting to empty; it was getting late. Another down-to-the-wire mom moment, I thought. And we did it. Cassie walked in front of me, lips smacking as she devoured that giant chocolate-covered strawberry. Strawberry was her favorite. She wasn’t a huge fan of chocolate, but in this form, she loved it.
I can still see her long black hair cascading down the middle of her back. I can still hear her voice between bites as she turned and said, as if it were the simplest truth in the world: “Mommy, you’re the best mommy in the whole world. I love you.” We drove home with hearts full and bodies tired. She went to bed excited for the morning.
Once the last giggle faded from every corner of our tiny house, after the ordinary rhythms of family life had wound down, I sat at the table making flashcards. Stacks of index cards, a tired highlighter, a textbook that felt heavier with every page. One card after another, trying to memorize the language of a profession that demanded everything you had to give. I remember staring at those cards and wondering how anyone survives this process. Nursing school is not for the weak. Little did I know the divine strength that would carry be through to the end.
The next morning, exhaustion sat on me like a weight. Even the sound of Paul’s breathing irritated me. I remember standing in Cassie’s room which was connected to the bathroom in our oddly laid-out house—watching him open the closet to get something, and thinking, I can’t with you today.
We started to argue. I don’t even remember what it was about. I told him the kids needed to get going. “Just go without me,” I said. “I’m going to stay home.”
Paul was nine years older than me—thirty-six at the time—and an incredibly talented executive chef. He was Italian and deeply proud of it. You could taste that pride in everything he cooked. Our little house always smelled like Sunday dinner at his grandmother’s: garlic, slow-simmered sauce, herbs, warm bread. Comfort and love lived in our kitchen. Paul was a man of few words, but when he did speak, his words carried weight. He had a quiet way of making people feel safe, like things would be okay if he was nearby.
He was a great dad. A proud dad. In our gentlest conversations I learned that being a father meant more to him than anything else. He didn’t have the greatest upbringing. He came from a broken home; he had lost his brother and a sister to tragedy and his mom to a debilitating disease. He craved family, stability, and love. He was determined to give his kids every ounce of love and connection he didn’t have. 
He also couldn’t have cared less about “winning” an argument.  When I professed, I wasn’t going with him and he should just go, he took my directive. He filled the diaper bag, slung it over his shoulder, loaded all four kids into their car seats and left. I watched through the glass on the door as he pulled out of the alley and the taillights faded into the traffic as he drove them to the school for the big breakfast and show.
Immediately, regret rose in my throat. How could I let her down? Just last night she had told me I was the best mom in the world. I had to be there. I ran to the kitchen window that faced the alley where my grandmother lived. I could see her house, if I opened the window and yelled, she could probably hear me. I loved being that close. My parents were coming to pick her up for the event too. I could still make it. I called, and with each ring got a little more anxious imagining her finishing up her make-up and gingerly walking down the stairs. Grandma was a true lady, she was poised, polished, and carried classic elegance and proper etiquette. Yet, she could do it all, garden, sew, cook, and entertain. As soon as she answered, I blurted out, “Oh good—you’re still home. They left without me. Tell my mom to come pick me up after she gets you.”  I can still hear her gaining crackling voice “Okay honey, I’ll tell her bye bye.”.
There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t wish I hadn’t made that call. That she hadn’t answered that they hadn’t picked me up.  If I hadn’t gone, everything would be different. I wouldn’t have told him to pull over. It never would have happened.
But I did go. I was there and I live replaying every minute of that day- the sounds, the conversations, the small ordinary moments that seemed insignificant at the time but now feel impossibly important. My mind is always searching through the details the way you might turn a stone over in your hand, hoping somehow the ending might change. It never does. 
When I arrived, Aria was crying on my hip—she was always fussy, always agitated—and the lobby was buzzing with families. When it was time to hear Cassie’s class sing—Mrs. Lipless’s second grade class, I opened the heavy wooden door into that little white chapel and sat down next to Paul.
And there she was on stage—like the music star she hoped to be—proudly bellowing, “I’m in the Lord’s Army!”
I remembered singing that same song in Sunday school. I loved that now we shared it. Looking back, the song feels almost prophetic—like she was saying, Mom, I’m okay. I’m okay.
I may never march in the infantry, ride in the cavalry, shoot the artillery… but I’m in the Lord’s Army.
After the performance, the families gathered in the common room where the children proudly served us breakfast. Pancakes—Cassie’s favorite. She asked for seconds and happily gobbled them up. My tiny girl could eat a few pancakes.
I was so tired. I was glad when it was time to go, and I hurried everyone along. Cassie was a social butterfly; we were often the last ones to leave because she wanted to say goodbye to everyone. “Mommy, mommy, I just want to go say goodbye to my friend for a minute,” she begged. “No, Cassie. I’m tired. You can see them tomorrow. Let’s go.” Then she tried again. “Mommy, mommy, can I go home with Grandma?” She went with them all the time. Their house was like her second home—we’d lived with them for a while when she was little. When she was there, she was the queen. She could follow Papa around outside as he did all kinds of chores and puttering; she could play with the dogs, roll in the leaves, and snuggle on the couch with movies and yummy treats grandma seemed to always pull from the oven. 
I don’t know why that day my mind went to practicalities: she didn’t have her toothbrush, her clothes, her things. I said no. “No, baby. Let’s go home,” I whispered, worn down by exhaustion. We walked out to the van. I moved toward the driver’s seat. Paul said, “I’ll drive. You’re tired.” That was a never event. I was surprised and relieved. We were still carrying the tension of our morning argument, so I didn’t say much. I got the kids squared away, then slid into the passenger seat.
As we drove, I saw the exit for the shopping mall approaching. A thought flickered: Cassie has a birthday party tomorrow. I haven’t bought a gift yet. I should tell him to get off here.
But just as quickly as the thought came, it disappeared. We passed the exit.
I didn’t say a word.
Not until I heard giggles behind me growing too loud, too wild. I turned and saw them out of their car seats.
“Pull over,” I said.
And for the first time in our entire relationship, he did what I asked—right away.
Faith wasn’t something I questioned that morning. It was simply the air we breathed.
(see Marcus note not sure what to do here)


Chapter 2: Shock and Breaking (title place holder) (butterfly)
There are questions people ask every day without thinking. The kind of questions meant to be polite, ordinary, harmless. But some of them land like a quiet undoing. It happens in the middle of ordinary moments, in passing conversations, in polite exchanges, in questions no one thinks twice about asking. Simple questions. Everyday questions. “How many kids do you have?”
I dread that question with every ounce of my being. Every time I hear it, the words come at me in slow motion and there is always a pregnant pause. A searching. A quiet rearranging of truth into something I can say out loud. As that pause lingers, people sometimes ask—softly, because they sense it— “What happened?” The second question I dread because there is no gentle way to say it. There is only the plainness of facts and the weight of what those facts mean.
Normal everyday conversations that people have in passing, are one of the hardest things for me to face. It’s always hard to answer the question, “How many kids do you have?” When I hesitate, and then figure out a subdued answer, people ask me sometimes—softly, because they don’t want to break the moment—“What happened?” There is no gentle way to say it. There is only the plainness of fact and the weight of what those facts mean.
We were standing still when the car struck us.
The other vehicle hit us at sixty-five miles an hour. That number keeps returning to me—cold and precise—because it describes the force that rearranged our lives in an instant.
The impact literally knocked my shoes off. Adrenaline surged like fire. My bare feet slammed onto the pavement, rough and searing, but pain was a distant hum. I didn’t register heat, only the gritty texture beneath my soles. My children’s screams tore through the air, yet somehow the world around us felt unnaturally quiet, as if the moment itself had stopped breathing.
I remember expecting flames—an explosion, black smoke—something cinematic that would match the violence of what had just happened. There was none. Only the blinding, brightest darkness that made everything feel unreal.
Thirty seconds earlier, we were on the shoulder. Now we were against the median. Three lanes of traffic stood frozen behind us. A hundred yards back, an SUV lay upside down in a ditch, a grotesque impossibility.
The damage was catastrophic. Paul and Cassie took the impact for us all that day.  They both suffered broken bones, internal bleeding, and worst of all, closed head injuries. Brain damage. Even being a nursing student, I was so dazed and confused at the scene that none of their injuries registered at all. I didn’t make the connection with them being unconscious with traumatic brain injury. The medical team would later tell me they had frontal brain injuries—brain bruising and crushing, the kind that leaves no possible path back to life. The neurosurgeons used professional bluntness I still struggle to hear, describing injuries so severe it was as if their skulls had compressed and strangled who they were right out of their bodies.
Cassie’s injuries were the worst of all. In ways that still feel impossible to hold in language, her brain and spinal cord were severed. Her spleen was lacerated by the lap seat belt. Her leg was broken. The back of her head was split open, leaving a constant oozing pinkness on her pillow.
Paul suffered a traumatic brain injury, broken ribs, a broken shoulder, and he aspirated at the time of the crash. In the mechanical language of the trauma bay, their bodies were overwhelmed with injury, and the very essence of who they were had been extinguished.
They were placed on life support.
For Paul, the decision was complicated but medically clear: he still had a gag reflex. The team had to respect that and stabilize him. We would wait and re-test to see if any more reflexes returned.
For my Cassie, the medical team’s assessment was bleak. She had no reflexes. Because she was a minor, the law required a twenty-four-hour observation period and repeated checks for reflexes. I couldn’t fathom them being gone. My mind could not make the jump from machines and monitors back to the person I had kissed hello that morning—to the child I had carried so carefully, as if she were made of glass.
Machines kept them breathing. Tubes kept them perfused. Blood transfusions hung like lifelines, carrying cells of life into bodies that could not hold themselves together. Lines and pumps and quiet beeping filled the space where conversations should have been.
Before I ever stood there listening to the beep and shoosh of machines, exposed to sterile bright lights and the sharp smell of bleach, trying to make sense of the doctors’ words, there was another part of that day I had to get through. My own body had not escaped the wreckage. I had to navigate the obstacle course that was the emergency room—bright lights overhead, strangers’ hands working quickly, questions I struggled to answer while pain slowly began to take hold. The pain seared as they slid me onto the gurney and I felt my clavicle move as if it was swinging in the breeze, I would later learn it was. The first thing they did was put a scratchy collar on me. I refused it in the field, not wanting to be touched.  Without saying a word, I heard the sheering sound of sharp bandage scissors eating through the fabric of my dress as they cut it away.  I feel stupid saying how mad I was as they were cutting. It was my favorite dress. 
Paul was an extremely talented chef and worked hard to provide for us. I waitressed on weekends, went to school and took care of the house and kids during the week. We didn’t have much money, and every now and then my grandma would take me shopping and buy me something pretty. She knew how to find a sale. One cold, blustery Saturday she asked me to take her to the mall. I knew what that meant…something new and lunch. I adored her and loved these little trips. We stood in her favorite local department store looking through the sale racks. I can still see her in my mind’s eye as she held up the dress, she called my name with such delight it was as if she had found treasure: “This is pretty—would you like this?” she hollered.
Most of the time I said yes to whatever she found just because I felt special to get something new and it made her so happy to buy something for me. But that dress really was perfect: a happy pale yellow sleeveless linen dress, with tiny, embroidered diamonds perfectly spaced. It was ankle length and perfect weight. It felt like freedom and summer whenever I wore it.
Laying on that gurney, I didn’t understand what was happening—not fully. I heard the scissors slide through the fabric with sharp clinical ease, and in the middle of excruciating pain, a brittle joke escaped me like instinct. “That was my favorite dress.” I tried to smile.
That stiff and scratchy collar locked my head in place, pinning my gaze to fluorescent lights and ceiling tiles. Their hum was constant—indifferent, unrelenting. I couldn’t move. The pain pinned me down as much as the brace did, shrinking my entire universe to white light, metal rails, and the raw fire in my bones. I had never broken a bone before. I had experienced natural childbirth four times, yet I had no idea pain could feel like this—sharp, slicing, as if shards of glass had been driven into my shoulder. Every breath I took hurt. 
With any trauma impact accident, a CT scan is almost always ordered to make sure there are no internal injuries that go undiagnosed and treated. Once my dress was off, and I was in the rear air-conditioned runway ready hospital gown, I was whisked away toward the imaging department. As the transporter navigated the twists and turns deep into the hospital infrastructure, every bump of the stretcher sent new daggers through me. They later told me later it was a double fracture of my clavicle. Broken on both ends. All I knew then was that the agony stole the edges of thought and left me gasping, as if I were being smothered.
I could hear the wheels of the gurney slow down—thump—thump—thump—as they came to a stop. He firmly pushed the brakes with his foot giving me yet another jolt with the locking of all 4 wheels. He parked me in a empty and dimly lit hallway waiting for a CT scan. If you have ever been in a hospital, you know it’s as if they are trying to create an Arctic immersive experience. This day was no different, it was freezing. The thin, worn blanket didn’t warm me, and when I started to shiver, the shaking made the pain worse. A single tear slipped from the corner of my eye and rolled down my cheek. With my arm in a sling and the collar restricting me, I couldn’t wipe it away. I felt it travel until it soaked into the cloth.
In that hallway, I listened intently to try and orient myself. People passed casually their shadows bending over me and moving on. I recognized so many of them. Our community was small; if you worked at the hospital, we probably knew you. I had grown up in this building. Childhood asthma had kept me there on the tiny pediatric unit eating Jello and doing breathing treatments for weeks at a time when seasons changed. In High School I volunteered as a candy striper back when pink-and-white pinstripes were a badge of honor. In later years, I’d walked through these halls as a nursing student, dreaming of saving lives.
I lay in that hallway for what felt like eternity, with a million thoughts racing when a familiar voice broke through—an LPN Katie, my classmate who was working toward her RN. I heard her get closer and slowly she leaned in and her face hovered over mine, soft with concern. “How are you?” she asked. Pain made my answer blunt. “Where is my daughter? What’s happening with my daughter?” She leaned closer, close enough that I could feel her breath, and whispered, “Just breathe.”
Just breathe?? Those words still echo in me. I could breathe—every cycle of inhale exhale hurt like knives—but breathing wasn’t what I was asking for. I wasn’t fighting for air; I was fighting for truth. I needed to know where she was, if she was alive, if she was safe. My broken clavicle burned, but the greater wound was the silence.
The stretcher felt like a prison. I couldn’t turn my head. I couldn’t get up. I could feel the metal pressing through the thin mattress into my back. I wasn’t a nurse yet, but I knew enough to anticipate what was next: CT scans IVs, waiting, more waiting. I knew too much—yet enough to calculate every extra minute that would prevent me from getting back to what mattered: my children, my husband. Each second I was detained felt like theft.
The radiology tech finally came out and one by one unlocked the wheels of the gurney, sending shockwaves through me again. Right before she started to wheel me into the room with the scanner, I grabbed at the one truth that might speed things up and get me back to my husband, my daughter. I knew they would want to do a CT with contrast and without. When they give you contrast, they have to start an IV and inject the dye. It takes time, especially if the IV isn’t easy to start. Contrast can cause an allergic reaction to people with shellfish allergies.  “I’m allergic to shellfish,” I blurted loudly to be sure she heard me. It was true, I am. But even if I wasn’t I was going to say I was that day.  I knew If I told them about the allergy, they might pause, reconsider, change the plan.
For a moment, it gave me the illusion of control in a world that had stripped mine away. Then the words I had been praying to hear:  “Did you lose consciousness? What day is it? What year is it? Who is the president?” My answers were rapid and accurate. “No… 2003… Bush…” “Okay,” they said. “We won’t do contrast.”
A mustard seed sized drop of relief fell into my ocean of panic and slowed one wave from crashing. The CT machine hummed as they slid me inside. My body was pinned and braced, but my mind raced. I tried to decipher voices outside, each one like a breadcrumb leading to answers I couldn’t reach. The scanner clicked and whirred, indifferent to my pleading. Ten minutes felt like ten hours.
Shock kept me together through those moments. It was numbness, yes—but not emptiness. It was the body’s mercy, letting me survive what was too much to feel all at once. Pain anchored me. It was something I could name while the greater loss hovered just beyond my understanding. Later, I would learn what had already happened—truths that would shatter me far beyond any bone. But in that hallway, in that scanner, all I knew was this: I kept breathing because I had to.
Breathing was never the point. The point was always Cassie and Paul.
My mind still cannot comprehend how a mother could endure what I lived through on her own. It is not just difficult, it is impossible. No human strength can hold that kind of weight without breaking. There is only One who can carry you through something so devastating. Even there—under fluorescent lights and the steady hum of machines—I was not abandoned. I was being held. Breath by breath. Moment by moment. By a God who had not left the room.I didn’t question His presence. Not then. Not even in the unraveling. Because somewhere deep within me, there was a knowing I could not explain—that even in loss, I was not alone. I would say God showed up, but isn’t he always there? 
I think of Naomi, who walked through loss so deeply it changed how she saw herself, who believed her life had been emptied of goodness. Yet…God did not step away from her story. He was still writing it, even when she could not see it.
I didn’t have the language for it in that moment, but I was living inside that same mystery—held by a God who remains, even when everything else is taken.
“He has not abandoned his kindness to the living or the dead.” — Ruth 2:20 (CSB)

Chapter 3 (Naomi) (sunflower)
I can’t think of a woman in Scripture who had it easy. Not one. From the very beginning, it has been an uphill battle for our kind. Thorns in the garden. Pain in the womb. Dust on our hems. Thanks, Eve.  Deceived woman takes one bite of fancy fruit and suddenly we’re struggling to manage childbirth, menopause, relational conflict, and the emotional labor of humanity for thousands of years.  Yet, as much as we like to blame Eve for EVERYTHING including bad hair days, cellulite, and men who don’t ask for directions, our inheritance wasn’t all bad. Through the generations we inherited a gentle beauty inside and out that is reflective of our creator, and we inherited resilience. From Genesis forward, the women of Scripture do not glide through life in silk robes and soft lighting. They ache. They wait. They bury. They bleed. They wander. They wrestle. They persevere. They get back up. They overcome. They stand strong and if they could do it without Starbucks, Hot Yoga, Spa Days, and Vegan Brownies so can we.
When I think about my early days of pain, loss, and loneliness, I am drawn to the story of Naomi. Naomi’s story unfolds in the opening verses of the Book of Ruth, tucked into the era of the judges—an era the Bible describes with haunting clarity: “Everyone did what was right in his own eyes.” It was a season of instability, moral drift, and famine. Scarcity was not just spiritual; it was physical. Crops failed. Hunger pressed in. Survival became a daily calculation. 
Surrounded by dreadful thing after dreadful thing, to put it simply Naomi left. She didn’t leave like she picked up her purse and marched out the door slamming it behind her. She probably didn’t even have a door.  She didn’t just leave. She stood in a kitchen that once smelled like warmth, home, bread and realized there wasn’t any of that left. Bethlehem — the house of bread — had stopped feeding her family. The fields were dry. The air carried that brittle scent of dust and drought instead of hope and harvest. I imagine her running flour between her fingers and watching it thin out, stretching meals smaller and smaller. I imagine her listening to her boys ask when dinner would be ready and feeling that quiet, maternal panic rise in her chest.
Famine is not poetic when you’re living it. It’s not a metaphor. It’s a cupboard you open where emptiness echoes back at you.  After Paul died, I related to Naomi on so many levels.  In all the roadside chaos of my accident, the last thing on anyone’s mind was my purse.  It was left in the mangled minivan and towed to a junkyard.  To say we didn’t have much was an understatement and even surviving the weekend would be impossible without my $400 paycheck that was sitting in that purse. It was eventually retrieved but not needed in those early days.  God provided.  There was a meal sign up that lasted 4 months.  Every day for 4 months someone fed us, loved, us, and filled the cabinets and fridge with not just nourishment but love. 
When Elimelech told Naomi they would go to Moab, I don’t picture Naomi arguing theology. I picture her swallowing hard and processing quickly with an obedient heart. I picture her nodding because survival speaks louder than comfort. She left with hope, she left because her husband was trying to provide and she was obedient. She left because mothers will walk through fire, on a bed of nails, or across the border if it means taking care of their children. 
Bethlehem had no bread, no provision, no promise, and Moab did. The story is about the personification of heartache and trust. Moab was not just another town down the road. It was foreign soil. Soil which required Naomi to leave so much that was woven into who she was behind.  Moab was not just geographically different. It was spiritually different. Naomi and her family would be strangers there dislocating their identity. Moab celebrated different gods, different customs, different loyalties. Naomi left familiarity — the ease of daily life in her native language. She left community — the women who knew her, who held her hand, and wiped her brow as she had done for them. She left covenant soil — land promised to her people. She left the graves of her ancestors. She left security. She left the dream that home would always be home. To leave Bethlehem for Moab was not a weekend trip — it was stepping into tension. It meant raising her sons in a place that did not worship Yahweh. Naomi did not know when she crossed that border that she was also crossing into the valley of her deepest losses, how could she.  She trusted blindly as she crossed into Moab. What choice did she have?
I imagine what it must have felt like in the somber moment when the reality of the act of leaving landed deep in her soul. How did she leave? I imagine she left quietly, stoically, with a few heavy yet neatly tied bundles of faded cloth.  I imagine her steps were slow and deliberate, taking every ounce of courage within her broken heart to move her tattered sandals to the next step.  I wonder if she turned around before the distance swallowed her view of Bethlehem. I wonder if she told herself, it was temporary. I wonder if she whispered, “We’ll come back when things are better.”. I wonder if she knew that tearing of her heart was grief. Grief does not always begin at the graves. Sometimes grief begins with the leaving, the letting go, and changing. Both accepting grief and healing in grief mean surrendering control. Surrender is not something humans are good at.
. Naomi left with a full family. She had a husband. She had sons. She had hope for grandchildren. They left with arms linked a small village of their own. Years later, she walked back deeply grieved and alone.
I imagine her exit from Moab looked a lot different than her arrival. I envision her bent over, slower, expressionless, quieter. Three funerals heavier.  My pain draws such a parallel to the loss in her story. Sometimes I still stand in disbelief, husband, daughter, fight for daily survival, and then again daughter. Death you have a brutal sting. 

Naomi’s story speaks to me in so many ways. It does not begin with death, but with displacement—with surrender. She leaves her homeland in search of sustenance, hoping to preserve life. Instead, she encounters loss. Burial. That detail matters. Sometimes we step into something believing it will sustain us, only to find it becomes the very place that reshapes us entirely—often not according to our plans, and never without pain. Naomi left with a full life. A husband beside her. Sons to carry her future forward. The quiet hope of grandchildren still ahead. They left together, arms linked, a small village of their own. 
Naomi’s story didn’t suddenly turn into rose gardens and sunshine. When Naomi returned from Moab, everything had changed. She walked back alone. Grief trailing behind her like a shadow she could not outrun. The woman who once packed up a household now carried only herself and a daughter-in-law who refused to abandon her. She left Moab not chasing opportunity. But returning empty. Here is what strikes me: she left twice. She left Bethlehem because of famine and she left Moab because of grief. Both times, she moved forward without clarity. Both times, she did not know what awaited her. Both times, she had to trust a God she couldn’t see, but a God who made his provision and presence known. 
Maybe that is the part that feels most familiar. Because there are seasons when leaving is not rebellion. It is survival. There are moments when walking away from what you thought your life would be is the only option you have. I left too. Not geographically. But I left the version of my life I thought I would have. I left the security of partnership. I left the future I imagined. I left a woman behind — the naïve version of myself who believed tragedy was something that happened to other people. Like Naomi, I did not leave because I wanted to. I left because life forced movement. Movement in grief is terrifying because you don’t know if you’re walking toward provision or another valley.
Naomi teaches us that sometimes faith is not staying put. Sometimes faith is packing up and walking anyway. Even if you don’t yet see the field of redemption waiting on the other side. Naomi is now a widow with no male covering, no sons, no heirs. In ancient terms, she is destitute. In human terms, she is shattered but her faith is unbroken.
Three graves in foreign soil. Three funerals. Three times she stood at the edge of earth and dust. I wonder if she wept until her body ached. I wonder if she couldn’t sleep. I wonder if she questioned every decision that led her to Moab. I do know this: she did not curse God and walk away, and neither did I.
Fast forward in Naomi’s story after her sons die and she releases their wives to return to their families, one daughter in law, Ruth refuses to leave Naomi. She declares “Where you go, I will go.
Where you lodge, I will lodge. Your people shall be my people, and your God my God.” Naomi has nothing left and yet her life is still pointing someone toward Yahweh. Even in her emptiness, she is a testimony.
When Naomi finally enters Bethlehem, the town stirs. “Is this Naomi?” The name Naomi means pleasant. She answers them with aching honesty: “Do not call me Naomi. Call me Mara, for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me. I went away full, and the Lord has brought me back empty.” Full. Empty. She is naming her reality. She does not sugarcoat her grief. She does not pretend resilience she does not feel. She does not posture strength for the sake of appearances. She says, plainly: I am bitter. yet—even here—she says, “the Almighty.” She calls Him Shaddai. The Sovereign One. She feels afflicted by Him. But she still acknowledges His authority. This is the paradox of Naomi’s faith. She believes God is in control—even when she does not understand His control. She believes God is powerful—even when His power has not shielded her from loss. Do you hear it? She does not deny God’s sovereignty. She does not deny His existence. She attributes her suffering to His hand. But she still speaks His name. That is faith in its rawest form— not polished, not pretty, not wrapped in clichés. Faith that wrestles. Faith that acknowledges pain without denying God. She does not walk away. She laments in His direction. There is a difference. Some grief turns people from God. Naomi’s grief turns her toward Him—even if it is through clenched teeth and tear-filled prayers. The story of Naomi does not resolve immediately. There is no instant redemption. No lightning bolt miracle. Instead, there is gleaning. There is survival-level obedience. Naomi’s theology deepens in the dark. She never claims that what happened to her was good. She never minimizes her loss. But she also never concludes that God is absent. There is a sacred honesty in her lament. Modern culture often swings between two extremes: either blame God entirely and reject Him or deny pain entirely and call it blessing. I don’t sit in that belief. I believe God, in His love, gives us free will—and that in a broken world, the our choices and the choices of others along with the unfolding of life can intersect in ways that bring pain, as well as real and devastating loss. Not everything that happens is sent by His hand, but nothing we walk through is outside of His presence. I believe He is with us in the midst of it—steady, compassionate, and near. He does not turn away from our suffering, but steps into it with us. That even in the deepest pain, His mercies remain, His grace is sufficient, and His goodness has not been withdrawn. I believe that when we are willing—when we surrender, even through our own trembling—He meets us there. Not always by removing the trial, but by carrying us through it, revealing Himself in ways we might not have known otherwise.
What makes Naomi extraordinary is not that she avoided suffering.  She was a magnet for it; we all feel that way sometimes. What makes her extraordinary is that she did not abandon God in her suffering.  I don’t doubt that she wrestled, lamented, felt empty and spoke of bitterness. But she stayed. She stayed under covenant. She stayed aligned with God’s people. She stayed on the road back to Bethlehem. She stayed open enough to allow his whispers to permeate the cracks of her heart and settle deep in her soul and redemption surprised. Naomi teaches us that faith is not denial. It is direction. It is choosing, again and again, to turn toward the Lord—even when His ways feel inscrutable. It is speaking His name through tears, whispering it through gut wrenching ache, and screaming it in fits of rage. It is walking home when you feel emptied. It is releasing others when you have nothing to give. It is allowing hope to flicker, even faintly.
Naomi never turned away. I believe that was the key to her story. She did not turn away for God, and in turn witnessed restoration she never could have orchestrated. Her story whispers softly to every shattered heart:
Bitter is not the end of your name.
Empty is not the end of your story.
Loss is not the end of God’s covenant.
The Almighty who allows famine is also the Lord who brings bread. The God who felt distant in Moab is the same God who redeemed in Bethlehem. Naomi’s life is proof that grief can coexist with faith—and faith, though bruised, can carry you home. Sometimes, in the fragile and shaking hands that once buried dreams, God places beautiful supernatural promises. God doesn’t pour out blessings to erase what was lost. He gives grace and blessings to redeem what remains. Why does he redeem? Because he is an amazing God. 
Scripture moves quickly, but grief does not. First, Elimelech dies. There is no long explanation. No detailed illness. No dramatic speech. Just the blunt finality of Scripture: “And Elimelech, Naomi’s husband, died.” The ground shifts beneath her feet. She is now a widow in a foreign land. A woman without legal standing, without protection, without economic stability. In that culture, widowhood was not simply emotional devastation—it was social vulnerability.
Still, she has her sons. Mahlon and Chilion marry Moabite women—Orpah and Ruth. There must have been laughter again in that household. Meals shared. Plans made. Perhaps grandchildren imagined. Perhaps Naomi began to believe that though she had buried her husband, she would not bury her future. Ten years pass. Ten years of waiting. Ten years with no children born. And then the unthinkable happens. Both sons die.
The text says it in a single line, but the silence behind it screams: “Mahlon and Chilion also died, and the woman was left without her two sons and her husband.”
Left.
The Hebrew carries the sense of being stripped, emptied, cut off. 
Word reaches Naomi that the Lord has visited His people and given them food. The famine in Bethlehem is over. That detail matters. The narrator makes clear: the Lord had not abandoned His people. The famine was not permanent. Provision had returned. So Naomi decides to go home.
Notice this—she goes home not because her circumstances have improved, but because she has nothing left to lose. This is not triumph. This is survival. She gathers her daughters-in-law and begins the long road back to Bethlehem. The road from Moab to Judah is rugged, dry, and uncertain—much like grief itself. Somewhere along that road, Naomi stops walking.
She turns to Orpah and Ruth and says, essentially: “Go back.” Go back to your mothers.
Go back to your gods. Go back to your chance at remarriage. Go back to possibility.
There is something profoundly selfless here. Naomi is not clinging. She is not demanding loyalty. She is not trying to secure her own comfort by keeping them near. She is releasing them.
Her speech is soaked in theology and sorrow. She says, “The hand of the Lord has gone out against me.”
Orpah weeps and returns to Moab. Ruth refuses. And in one of the most breathtaking declarations of loyalty in Scripture, Ruth says:
There is Ruth walking behind harvesters, gathering scraps left in the field. And whose field does she happen to enter?
The field of Boaz. The narrator whispers providence in the word “happened.” As if coincidence could carry covenant. Boaz is a relative of Elimelech. A man of standing. A man of character. But Naomi does not know this yet. All she knows is that Ruth returns home with more grain than expected. Something shifts. For the first time in the narrative, Naomi’s voice changes tone. “May he be blessed by the Lord, whose kindness has not forsaken the living or the dead.”
Do you see it? She had said she was empty. But kindness had not left. She had said the Almighty dealt bitterly with her. But the Almighty was still weaving. Naomi begins to perceive that perhaps her story is not finished. Faith flickers.
Naomi does neither. She says, “This hurts.” She says, “I feel emptied.” She says, “The Almighty has dealt bitterly with me.” But she keeps walking toward Bethlehem. She keeps speaking God’s name. She keeps positioning herself under covenant. And that is faith. Faith is not the absence of bitterness. It is the refusal to abandon God in it.

As Ruth’s favor with Boaz grows, Naomi does something remarkable. She begins to plan. The woman who said she was empty now strategizes redemption. She instructs Ruth how to approach Boaz at the threshing floor—a bold act wrapped in cultural symbolism. She recognizes in Boaz the role of kinsman-redeemer, the one who can restore land, lineage, and legacy.
Naomi, who once saw only loss, now sees possibility. Grief has not destroyed her discernment. Pain has not erased her wisdom. She still knows the law. She still understands covenant. She still believes in redemption. The woman who renamed herself “Bitter” is participating in God’s restoration plan.
Boaz redeems the land. He marries Ruth. And a child is born—Obed. The women of Bethlehem gather around Naomi and say:
“Blessed be the Lord, who has not left you this day without a redeemer… He shall be to you a restorer of life.” Restorer of life. The language is almost resurrection. Naomi holds Obed in her arms. The same arms that buried husband and sons now cradle new life. The same heart that declared emptiness now beats with fullness. Scripture does not tell us if she stopped feeling the ache of her earlier losses. Grief does not evaporate because joy arrives. But grief no longer defines her future. And here is the detail that changes everything:
Obed becomes the grandfather of David. King David. Which means Naomi’s story is stitched into the lineage of Jesus. The woman who thought her line had ended became part of the Messianic promise. She could not see it when she crossed into Moab. She could not see it when she stood at three graves. She could not see it when she renamed herself Bitter. But God was writing beyond her pain.

Romans 8:28: We know that all things work together[a] for the good[b] of those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.


Top of Form
Bottom of Form

Chapter 4 Bitter, Brave Becoming (dragonfly)
When you are faced with struggle, trials, unimaginable pain and loss, do you ever wonder where God is?  There have been countless moments that I sat staring at my Bible, wondering where in that history book would I find something to guide me, comfort me, or show me that God gets it. It isn’t that I doubt that God put it in there, but when you are in deep with your emotion, your anxiety, your despair it can feel impossible to form a coherent thought and find your way.  In the tragic pages of my story, I couldn’t find my way to the perfect scripture either.  In those moments I spun the wheel of chance and played Bible roulette. It’s true. When you are drowning in grief and you open the Bible hoping for holy CPR… sometimes you get resurrection…..and sometimes you get donkey measurements. 
In one of the early days of learning to be alone (as alone as you can be with three kids under the age of 5), I remember needing God’s encouragement, His meaning in my story, and a holy hug.  I held my pink bible binding pressed to the table and let the pages fall open. One particular day after a round of roulette, I learned either my bible had a mind of its own or God decided I needed to laugh. When I looked down I saw the pages at fallen open to 1 Samuel. 1 Samuel 6:7 to be exact. In disbelief and confusion, I read…
“Now then, take and prepare a new cart and two milk cows on which there has never come a yoke…”
Seriously God? I open my Bible grieving with tired, puffy, tear-filled eyes, desperate to be held, directed, encouraged. Whispering, “God, I need You, and you give me Ole’ McDonald had a farm- hallelujah, hallelujah, hallelujah!”
Milk cows.
A cart.
No yoke history.
The Word of the Lord is apparently… agricultural instructions. Not even inspirational agricultural instructions. Just logistics. I stared at the page and like a bratty teenager sassing their parent looked up at the cracked and peeling ceiling in my bedroom and shouted “Lord. Respectfully. What am I supposed to do with this?”
There is something almost holy about that moment — when your despair collides with a verse that feels like it belongs in a farm almanac.  But, striving to be the woman of God I know I was made for, I was able to find an overwhelming inner peace that told me exactly what God was trying to say. “Girl, dry your eyes, take a breath, and go take your kids for ice cream.”  Ok maybe it’s a stretch, but who am I to argue with the God of the universe if he thinks I should have ice cream.  After all he created all things to work together my good.  Cows = Milk + honey (or something like that) = ice cream. Girl math works every time!
I didn’t just go to the freezer and get a carton of ooey gooey rocky road ice cream and a giant spoon.  I tackled 3 kids, 3 pairs of shoes, 3 car seats, one way traffic, and we went for ice cream. The too soft and creamy deliciousness, dripping down the arm of a toddler who can’t lick fast enough kind of ice cream. God gave me a laugh, a spark of joy, and a reminder that 3 little lives still needed to be kids, still needed their mom, and still needed a sugar buzz. I still needed my verse, but I would come back to look for that over and over again in the weeks, months, and years ahead. 
Ice cream is a mercy, but it is not a theology. What I needed was something sturdy enough to hold the weight of my life. When you are faced with struggle, trials, unimaginable pain and loss, do you ever wonder where God is? Not in a Sunday-school way. Not in a “Jesus loves me, this I know” way. But in a raw, middle-of-the-night, mascara-on-the-pillowcase kind of way. Where are You, God? Are You watching this?  Did You see the accident? Did You see the flashing lights? The blood? The phone calls? Did You see me on the bathroom floor after the kids were asleep, trying to cry quietly so I didn’t wake them?  Did You see me sign papers I never wanted to sign?  Did You see me become something I never planned to be — young and alone, raising babies while my own heart was barely beating?
Naomi knew that feeling. She walked into Bethlehem and said, “Don’t call me pleasant. Call me bitter.”  I didn’t rename myself Mara. But there were days I felt it written across my forehead. Bitter. Not angry at God. But bewildered by life. I had not chosen this story. I had not auditioned for this role. I did not wake up one morning thinking; I’d like to become resilient through tragedy today and yet here I was. Three children under five. A house that felt too quiet at night and too loud during the day. Bills that didn’t care about my grief. Laundry that multiplied like loaves and fishes but without the miracle. There is something about motherhood that does not allow you to collapse entirely. You can collapse partially. You can cry in the shower. You can sit on the kitchen floor and stare at a cabinet for fifteen minutes. But at some point, someone needs a snack. Someone needs their nose wiped. Someone needs you to find the missing dinosaur before bedtime. Grief may knock you down. But children require you to stand back up. Not because you feel strong. But because love is stronger than your weakness.
Naomi had Ruth. I had three small faces that looked at me like I still knew what I was doing. I did not. Paul was my strength, my true North. He was my tall, dark, handsome and invincible protector. He wasn’t supposed to leave!! But I learned quickly that raising a family alone does not require certainty. It requires presence.  Presence sometimes looks like packing lunches with trembling hands, smiling through church pageants, school plays, and baseball games even though your heart is aching when you turn to the empty seat next to you. This is not what I planned. 
In the accident, there was noise. Metal. Sirens. Chaos. In the aftermath, there was paperwork. Lawyers. Questions. Opinions. But in the quiet spaces — between bedtime stories and exhaustion — there was a whisper. Not audible. Not dramatic. Not a booming voice from heaven. Just a gentle nudge. Get up. Take the next step. Don’t quit. Feed them. Call that friend. Go to church. Open the Bible. Naomi heard a whisper too.  Scripture says she “heard that the Lord had visited His people and given them bread.”  That is all it took. A rumor of provision.  A whisper of restoration and she began walking home. There is something powerful about that — she did not wait until she understood the full plan. She did not demand a five-year outline. She must not have been a type A planner with color-coded pages like me. She did not say, “Show me the ending and then I’ll go.” She heard a whisper and moved. 
I wish I could tell you that after the accident, God handed me a laminated roadmap titled “How to Survive This.” He did not. He handed me milk cows and ice cream and small instructions. Take them outside. Let them laugh. Answer that email. Forgive that person. The church is your family, be there even when it hurts. Keep going. The whisper is rarely grand. It is almost always practical.
There were mornings I woke up with a weight on my chest so heavy it felt physical. Before my eyes even opened, I would remember. The accident was not a nightmare. This was my life. I would actually say it out loud and take some deep breaths in order to accept the reality of my day and get out of bed.  Grief is sneaky. It doesn’t just come in waves. It seeps. It whispers lies:
You can’t do this.
You’re alone.
This is too much.
It will always feel like this.
Naomi said, “I went away full and the Lord brought me back empty.”  Empty is a terrifying word. Empty bank account. Empty bed. Empty chair at the dinner table.  Empty future. I understood that word in my bones. We had dreams, plans, and now they all seemed just that empty, erased, and impossible.  Here is what I learned: grief will push you down if you let it. It will convince you that staying there in the mud is easier. In some ways, it is easier to sit in the mud.  Because standing back up requires courage you don’t feel like you have. I did not have the luxury of staying down. Not for me. For them, for Nick, Liz, and Aria, but also for Paul and Cassie. I needed to live for them. I needed to make the dreams come true.
I would look at my babies sleeping and think, I can’t let bitterness raise them. I can’t let despair narrate their childhood. They deserve joy. They deserve stability. They deserve a mom who tries. And so I got up. Not heroically. Not gracefully. Sometimes I got up irritated. Sometimes I got up tired. Sometimes I got up whispering, “God, if You don’t help me today, I’m not sure I can do this.” And somehow, I did it. Not because I was strong, but because grace met me in motion.
Trusting God was not something I ever struggled with, it is a blessing to be able to say that.  It might not be the case for you, but that’s ok.  He gets it, and he’s not going anywhere.  He gives grace for when we fail. But I encourage you to meditate on the simple instruction that can free you from some of the pain…Trust in the Lord with all of your heart and lean not on your own understanding…. What do we know anyway.  If I am in pickle, whether it was navigating widowhood or following my wayward GPS, I rather trust God than try to figure it out.  He may not lead me where I think I should go, but isn’t that the point?  He will always lead us somewhere better. 
Trust is so much bigger than I had ever imagined. There is a version of trust that is voluntary and there is a version that is forced by circumstance.  When you lose everything that felt secure, trust is no longer a spiritual hobby. It becomes oxygen. I trusted because I had no backup plan. I trusted because the alternative was spiraling. I trusted because I did not want my children to inherit fear. 
Naomi trusted because she had no husband, no sons, no safety net. She walked back to Bethlehem vulnerable. She did not know Boaz was there. She did not know redemption was waiting. She just knew Moab was no longer her place. I walked into widowhood, single motherhood much the same way. I knew the traditional family I had hoped for and prayed for was no longer my land either. Sometimes trusting God means walking away from what you want. Sometimes trust is simply leaving what is killing you. Sometimes trust is taking one trembling step toward tomorrow or asking for help when pride says don’t. It looks like letting people see you weak, and it looks like prayers that were more sighs, cries, and screams than sentences. Trust looked less like victory and more like survival. For me, I had some practical spaces I needed to trust God in too. Trust looked like managing finances I never wanted to manage and making decisions I never had to deal with before.
Buying a car alone for the first time was something I never volunteered for. That little event taught me men know nothing about communication and colors. I know SURPRISE!  I test drove a gold SUV I loved it.  When I sat down with the salesman to order it he said “oh you want the beige one?”. Beige….Gold ok I guess in the book they call it beige…I can see it.  So I said yes. Fast forward two weeks when I got the call. My brand-new SUV was ready for pick up.  I had never had a new car, I don’t even think I had even been in a brand-new car.  I was so excited. I called my sister and asked her to drive me to the dealership.  As we pulled in my eyes scanned the lot back and forth, black, brown, blue, white, silver….no gold.  It must be in the service area being washed I thought.  I went to meet the guy, he congratulated me on my new car and walked me outside to show me the features. He walked up to a green/grey SUV, opened the door and started talking.  I didn’t hear a word he said.  My brain kept processing the ugly green/grey color and trying to make sense of how I ended up with the keys to it ready to drive home. Finally, he stopped talking about buttons, lights, and switches, and gave me the paperwork and keys.  I had been driving a rental for months that barely fit three car seats, a cream-colored Cadillac that was lower to the ground than anything I had ever driven. I looked like I car jacked an assisted living resident. I needed this SUV.  I grabbed the keys hopped in and started her up.  I reached over and picked up the folded papers from the seat and took one last glance…..it stirred emotions in me I wasn’t expecting….Just my name and price tag… that was overwhelming, I started to tear up, get hot, and overwhelmed with fear.  It was supposed to have his name on it first, he was supposed to say “honey don’t worry about the payment.” But HE wasn’t here.  I was alone.  That’s when I glanced to the bottom of the page, read one word that changed my entire reaction and pulled me back from the brink of the grief hole.   Sage. That’s right Sage. Instantly, I connected all of the dots and started to laugh uncontrollably. About now you are thinking what in the world is she talking about.  Think man-speak….I said gold, he said beige, he ordered sage! And so it was….for the next 4 years I drove the sage mobile with a smile.  I needed that laugh.  That moment pulled me back from the grip of the grief pit and got me through the day.
If I am honest, there were seasons when I wondered if God was late. Not absent. Just late. Like He was coming but stuck in traffic. I knew theology. I knew verses about sovereignty and goodness and working all things together for good. But when your heart is bleeding, theology can feel theoretical. You don’t need a lecture. You need a lifeline.
Naomi did not deny God. She said, “The Almighty has dealt bitterly with me.” She acknowledged His hand. But she did not run from Him. She lamented in His direction. That became my model with a few tweaks.  I lost my husband, and God was going to be my stand in. If I was going to cry, I would cry with Him. If I was going to be confused, I would be confused in His presence. If I was going to question, I would question while still holding the Bible open — even if it was open to farm instructions.
There is a difference between turning away from God and turning toward Him with complaints and needs. One isolates. The other invites. I chose to invite. Even when I didn’t feel holy. Even when my prayers sounded like, “What are You doing?” Especially then.
That ice cream trip seems small and that color mix up seems big, but the truth is, they weren’t. Those moments were the first time I realized joy, laughter, and grief could sit at the same table. I did not have to choose between honoring my pain and creating happiness for my children. I could do both. Naomi held Obed in her arms years after she buried her sons. The grief did not disappear. But it was not the only thing in her story. God did not erase her loss. He redeemed her future. Redemption rarely comes with fireworks. It arrives with daily faithfulness. With gleaning in fields. With paying bills. With driving to preschool. With choosing ice cream instead of isolation. Redemption looks like showing up. Again. Because every time I showed up, it was because God never left. 
One thing I can sincerely own is that during those years I never asked God “Why me?” But I did ask over and over like a kid asking are we there yet, God….“Who am I becoming?” Pain shapes you. You do not get to opt out. The only question is what it shapes you into. Does it make you bitter or brave. Closed Or compassionate. Hardened Or holy. Naomi could have stayed in Moab. She could have let bitterness define her. She could have pushed Ruth away. Instead, she walked home. She mentored. She planned. She believed in redemption before she saw it.
I became a different woman than the one before the accident. Not because I wanted to. Because I had to. I became stronger. More empathetic. More aware of how fragile life is. I was already serious about my faith, but I became more vulnerable with God. More determined to listen for the whisper. Maybe — just maybe — that was part of God more than showing up but never leaving. Not in preventing the tragedy. But in sustaining me through it.
If you are reading this and you are in your own Moab — your own accident, diagnosis, divorce, betrayal, loss — you may feel empty.
You may have opened your Bible and landed in Leviticus. You may have stared at the ceiling and said, “Respectfully, Lord, what am I supposed to do with this?” You may feel bitter. That does not disqualify you. It makes you human. The question is not whether you feel grief. The question is which direction you will walk in with it. Will you turn away from the healer and sustainer? Or will you, like Naomi, lament in His direction? Will you let grief push you down permanently? Or will you, even shakily, stand up for the ones who need you? You may not feel strong. You do not have to. You only have to take the next step. Listen for God’s whisper. It may sound like:
Make the appointment. Call your friend. Go back to church. Take the kids for ice cream. Apply for the job. Forgive. Rest. Breathe. Trust is rarely loud. It is often quiet obedience in small moments. Those small moments become a legacy. Naomi became part of the lineage of a King. Not because her life was easy. Because she stayed and pressed into the God who never leaves.  I am not the woman I was before the accident. I am softer in some places. Stronger in others. But I am still here. Still believing. Still walking home. And so are you. Even if today all you can manage is milk cows and ice cream. That is enough for now.

Chapter 5 Second Victim
That horrible nightmarish day wasn’t just lifechanging for me. But it impacted so many others in ways I could never have imagined. On that Friday morning, classmates from my nursing program were assigned to the ER and ICU. When you work in a hospital, levity is essential. The seriousness and complexity which surrounds you has to have some counterbalance. I could hear the energy from the nurse’s station as their laughter and clipped conversations floated past like fragments from a world I no longer belonged to. It was almost a year later, when one by one they told me what they remembered from their side of that day. One of my classmates described hearing overhead pages: multiple pediatric traumas and an adult trauma en route—five ambulances following—full lights and sirens—police escorts clearing the way. The announcements kept coming like a countdown: five minutes out… four minutes out… three minutes out… two minutes out… one minute out… Trauma Room 1. Trauma Room 2. She remembered thinking, How tragic for that family, never imagining it was mine.
One of the younger male students from my class—steady, strong and always making us laugh—was working as a nursing tech on the fourth-floor telemetry unit. He was part of the code blue team. When we finally talked about the accident, he told me he’d been called down to the emergency department with the code blue team to do chest compressions for the trauma alert that day. I have seen codes before and my mind immediately imagined what it must have looked like in there. His arms locked straight as compressions landed with the steady, punishing rhythm CPR demands. Around him the team moving in rapid choreography—commands, medications, oxygen, hands working without hesitation. Trying with everything they had. He didn’t know she was mine, not that it would have changed anything. I can still see his dark eyes fill up with tears as they relived each vivid minute of that code. He cleared his throat and said “She was so pretty”. He said he was sorry and that he had tried so hard…..and then he cried. My heart broke for him too. He couldn’t have known her brain injuries were so extensive that no amount of CPR could undo them. What his CPR did was keep her heart going long enough to get her onto life support. Those hours were a gift, hours that I would have with her, hours that I could slowly come to terms with reality. They mattered; they mattered to me. 
The Second Victim
Only later did I have language for what so many people carried away from that day. At the time, we were simply surviving the moment in front of us. We were doing the next thing that had to be done. Breathing. Answering questions. Waiting for the next piece of news none of us were ready to hear.
Years later, I learned that in healthcare there is a term for what happens to people who witness devastating medical events. Physician and patient-safety researcher Albert W. Wu described it as the experience of the second victim, the clinicians who carry emotional trauma after tragedy unfolds in front of them. The patient and family suffer first. That is without question. However, the circle of suffering rarely stops there.
Maybe knowing that my tragedy impacted those around me, made it feel more collective and less isolating. The nurses who worked that room carried pieces of it home. The physicians who delivered impossible news carried it with them too. The students standing quietly against the wall—trying to absorb what their textbooks never warned them about—carried it as well. At the time, none of us had language for it. We simply went home. When I look back now, I can see how many lives were quietly marked by that day.
I fondly remember an older woman who was on the environmental services team and had to clean the trauma rooms. She came to see me while I was still in the Emergency Department. She walked slowly every step, taking uncomfortable effort. You could see the years of hard work all over her. She slowly approached me with such tenderness and sympathy to give me a tiny birthstone ring she had found on the stretcher that held Cassie. I am sure she thought about that ring and my little girl beyond that day. 
There were the EMTs who arrived first, stepping into a scene no one expects to find in the middle of an ordinary day. They worked quickly and calmly, the way professionals do when adrenaline takes over and training becomes instinct. They loaded stretchers, checked pulses, called ahead to the hospital, and kept moving forward because that was what they trained for, that was the job.
Days later, some of them came to their funeral. I remember looking up and seeing them coming through the receiving line. They stood quietly along the back wall, their uniforms exchanged for dress shirts and dark jackets. They identified themselves as first responders, offered their sympathy, hugged me and moved on. Other than that, they didn’t say much. They didn’t need to. The look in their eyes told me they had not forgotten, nor would they anytime soon.  There were the tow truck drivers too. It might seem strange to include them in this story, but tragedy rarely belongs only to the people whose names appear in the newspaper. Sometimes it also belongs to the people who arrive afterward—the ones who must clear the wreckage and restore the illusion that the world is still orderly. One of them told someone later that he had never seen anything like it before. I imagine he carried that image home with him that day.
Then there were the clinicians. The nurses who moved quickly around the room, threading IV lines into veins that refused to cooperate, hanging blood products that swung gently from metal poles like fragile promises. The physicians who spoke in focused, clipped sentences as they tried to hold life together with knowledge and determination while trying not think about their own spouse or children, People sometimes imagine that healthcare professionals become immune to tragedy. We do not. We learn to function inside it. We learn how to speak clearly when families are collapsing in front of us. We learn how to keep our hands steady even when our hearts are breaking. It’s part of the job; you can’t not do it well. But, none of that means we walk away untouched. Somewhere, in the quiet of our own homes at night, nurses and doctors replay the events in their minds just like movies without an ending. What if we had done something sooner? Was there anything else we could have tried? Did we miss something? These questions do not always have answers and these questions don’t just belong only to clinicians.
They echo in the hearts of parents, of loved ones, of anyone who stood close enough to the moment to feel its impact. The mind searches for something to hold onto—something to make sense of what cannot be undone. This is the quiet weight of trauma. The part no one sees. The part we carry long after the moment has passed.
The idea of the second victim reaches much further than hospital walls. You might recognize yourself in it if you have ever been the person who knelt beside a stranger after a car accident, waiting to hear the sirens as help arrives. You might recognize it if you have performed CPR, counting compressions through tears, hoping with every ounce of your being that the next breath will come. You might recognize it if you have stood beside a hospice bed, holding the hand of someone you love as their breathing slowly fades. You might recognize it if you were the person who had to call the family, sign the paperwork, or tell the children.
Some people experience trauma directly. They are the ones inside the wreckage. Others experience it through witnessing. They are the ones who tried to help, like Judy. The ones who held pressure on a wound. The ones who whispered encouragement to someone who could no longer hear. Sometimes they are friends who sit in waiting rooms. Sometimes they are the siblings who must speak the words no one wants to say aloud. Sometimes they are the best friends who step in to care for the children when the parents cannot even lift their heads. On that day, my best friend Tara became one of those people. While I was struggling to understand what had happened, Tara stepped in to care for Lizzie because I simply could not. She carried a responsibility I could not even process in those first hours.  My little girl needed her mom but I couldn’t drag myself away from Cassie and Paul. 
Tara knows me better than anyone, and I trust her implicitly with my children, with my life. It is rare in this world to have genuine friendships that hold depth, loyalty, and genuine sisterhood. I am beyond blessed to have a few of those women in my circle, and she is one of them. She didn’t even hesitate she went right to the pediatric floor where Lizzy was all alone. She talked to doctors and surgeons, planned surgery, made medical decisions for someone else’s child never leaving her bedside, because I couldn’t leave Paul and Cassie’s.
My sister became one of those people too. She was the one who had to gently tell me the truth when my mind could not comprehend what the doctors were saying—that they could not be saved. Those words did not belong to her, but she had to carry them anyway. I can still see the broken look in her eyes. She can’t talk about it without choking up. I don’t know if she ever fully processed it. She was my big sister, and stuff had to get done so she did it. All of it. To this day I don’t even know what, I just know she did.
I think about the friends who came to the hospital, kids who convinced their parents to drive them there because they needed to see Cassie, needed to be close to the place where their friend lay fighting for her life. They were children still, yet tragedy had already found them. Trauma does not divide itself neatly between victim and witness nor does it respect age limits, it does not discriminate. It spills outward. It touches every life that stands close enough to feel the shockwave. For years, I believed I was the only one carrying the events of that day. It took time for me to understand something different. They were all second victims.

The EMTs who arrive first, stepping into moments no one is prepared for. The pastors who stand at the edge of heartbreak, searching for words that will not shatter what is already breaking. The nurses and physicians carry both the weight of responsibility and the memory of what could not be changed. The friends who sit in hospital hallways, suspended between hope and dread.
The family members who must find the courage to speak words no one should ever have to say.
And even the strangers—those who crossed paths with the moment for only an instant, yet never fully forget what they witnessed. Tragedy does not stay contained. It ripples outward—quietly, steadily—touching life after life, leaving its imprint in places no one else can see. What begins in one story does not end there. It echoes, it lingers, it lives on in the hearts of many.
When You Realize You Were a Second Victim
If you recognize yourself anywhere in these pages, you are not alone. Second-victim trauma does not always announce itself clearly. It can appear immediately or years later, long after the moment itself has passed. It can be a sound, a smell, a scene on the news or in a movie, it can be just about anything that brings the memory back and when it does you are never ready. Your body remembers what your mind tried to survive. You may find yourself replaying the moment again and again, searching for something you could have done differently. You may carry questions that never found answers. You may feel guilty for surviving, or grief for the life that ended in front of you. These reactions don’t mean you are weak. These reactions mean you are human. 
Trauma leaves impressions on the body and the heart that do not disappear simply because the moment has ended. The good news is that healing is possible. Often the first step is acknowledging that the experience mattered and that it affected you. Sometimes healing begins with a conversation. You might talk to a trusted friend who will simply listen. You might share the story with a counselor or therapist who understands how trauma lives in both the mind and body. Sometimes healing begins on the page. You might find journaling and getting your thoughts and feelings on paper helps. Writing allows memories that once felt overwhelming to take shape in words. Journaling can help untangle the thoughts and questions that have lived quietly in the background for years.
Other simple ways to face second victim trauma include small acts of self-care. Take a walk and feel the sun on your face. If 10 minutes is all you can bear to do – do that. If your feet take you for miles, do that. This is your trauma, your grief, your journey. There are countless ways to embark on healing and all your well-meaning loved ones, and even strangers will be happy to give you, their recommendations. My advice, in one ear and out the other. You have to find what fits you.  It could be anything from a deep breath, a moment of stillness in the middle of a busy world, or a weekend in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Yes, I did.  I highly recommend it. But I will save the details for the travel guide.
For some people, healing begins with prayer or meditation. This is true for me. My faith does not erase pain, but it creates a place where my questions can be spoken honestly and don’t require an answer. There is something sacred about bringing our confusion and grief to God and admitting we cannot carry it alone. Because even if the situation seems too heavy, impossible, or nbearable, he reminds us in Philippians 4:13 “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. “ here is no single path through second-victim trauma.
Some people talk.
Some people write.
Some people pray.
Some people seek therapy.
Most people do some combination of all of these things.
What matters most is this:
You do not have to carry it alone. If you have been a witness to tragedy—if you have tried to save someone, cared for someone in their final days, or stood close enough to loss that it changed you—your story matters too. The world often focuses on the person who died, and rightly so. Their life deserves to be remembered.
But we also need to remember that the people who tried to help, the ones who stood nearby when the moment unfolded, deserve compassion and comfort as well. You are allowed to acknowledge that the experience affected you. You are allowed to seek healing. You are allowed to talk about it. While tragedy may touch many lives, healing can reach just as far. None of us were meant to carry these moments alone.

Chapter 6 (family tree)
Before I take you further into this part of my story, you may need a moment to understand who we are—because even I sometimes have to pause and trace the lines to make sense of it all. If I could, I might draw you a family tree. Something simple to follow. Names, connections, branches that clearly show where everyone belongs. But real life rarely arranges itself that neatly. Our family, like most, is layered. Built over time through love, loss, history, and the complicated ties that bind people together whether they expect it or not. When tragedy strikes, family shows up—not always perfectly, not always simply, but fully. Carrying their own memories, their own relationships, their own grief.
None of us were meant to carry moments like these alone. Yet, in the aftermath, it can be tempting to retreat—to build quiet walls around our pain as if we are the only ones who loved them, the only ones who lost something that cannot be replaced. But that isn’t the truth. Tragedy does not belong to just one person and neither does love. Ours was no different. 
The code team will never know that what they may remember as failed resuscitation efforts, were successful in the only way they could be. Time. They bought us time. Because of everything that was done for Paul and Cassie, they were able to be intubated and sustained for a short time. That time they gave us was more precious than any fine metal. We had time to process, time to hope, time to pray—time to beg God to work—time to say goodbye slowly if He chose not to answer the way we wanted.
There was time for her biological father and grandparents to fly in from Hawaii and speak love over her one last time. Whatever family dynamics existed, they loved her, and their closure mattered too. I remember being handed a phone in the emergency room before I really understood what was going on, but that fact that her father was on the other end of that phone, at what must have been 5 or 6am his time and the tension we navigated daily, something began to whisper to me it was bad. I don’t know what they told him before they handed me the phone, but his words made no sense to me. I don’t remember his exact words, but I heard finality in his tone and then he said they were coming. That said it all. 
Paul was not her biological father, but I would have dared you to try telling her that. From the time she was two years old, he was her dad in every way that mattered. From the time she was two years old, he was simply her dad—in every way that mattered, in every way that lasts. They even shared a birthday but never a cake. Chocolate overload for him, and strawberry for her.
He adored her in all the quiet, ordinary ways that father’s do. He pulled her close for snuggles. He read her stories, even when the day had already worn him thin. He slipped her little treats when no one was looking and let her stay up late to watch wrestling beside him—something I hoped would not inspire her to try on her siblings later.
She adored him with the kind of love only a little girl can give—pure, certain, unquestioning. And he adored her right back. Not cautiously. Not partially. Fully. She used to say she wished he were her “real” dad. But the truth is, he never treated her as anything less than his own. There was no line drawn, no space held back. She belonged to him, and he to her. She was the apple of his eye—the one who could pull laughter from deep within him, the kind that started in his belly and softened even his hardest edges.
What they had was not something that needed proving. Their bond had been formed slowly, faithfully, over time—and sealed long before that horrible day.
Paul was not her biological father, She adored him, and he adored her. She wanted nothing more than for him to be her “real” dad, and the truth is, he never treated her as anything but his own flesh and blood. She was the apple of his eye—the girl who made him laugh from the belly and softened his roughest edges. Their bond had been sealed long before that horrible day.
I always listen for God’s whisper, winks, and comfort. It comes in the most surprising ways. At one point during my trek back and forth between their ICU rooms, I stood at the door of Paul’s room, and I saw a nurse hanging blood for him. I knew he was B+. He had briefly been in the Army years before we met, and one of his few sentimental possessions were his dog tags. No matter how short, he was proud that he served his country. Every now and then I pull those tags out, hold them in my hand, and take a breath to feel him near. After standing in the doorway of his room, I went back to Cassie’s room and glanced up at the blood hanging on the overcrowded IV pole.  I couldn’t believe my eyes…what I saw made my broken heart swell with bittersweet warmth: B+ they were both B positive.
The same blood type. The same birthday and in the cruelest symmetry of all, they would die on the same day. You can’t get any closer than that. In a way, even death could not break the connection they carried. He was and will always be her daddy.
That weekend was 48 hours and felt like an eternity. Every minute holding such gravity. I was sitting by Cassie’s bedside fluctuating between my reality and disbelief. I remember looking up and seeing her pediatricians at the doorway. I motioned for them to come in, it was ok. Back then Scranton still felt like a small town. Two pediatric practices and you always took your child to the one you went to as a child. I had known these doctors for what felt like my whole life. I remember thinking to myself that her care in that ICU was beyond their scope of practice they didn’t need to be there.  I quickly realized they weren’t there for her, they were there for me. That’s the kind of community we had. I trusted them.  They were there for all 4 of my children; the scrapes, colds, fevers, shots, and swallowed pennies. I knew they would be honest with me.  Not that everyone else wasn’t but in these moments, you will give anything for one more opinion that might have hope woven through it. I started rambling pleasantries. I was probably still in some type of shock. But then I got to a question. and I kept asking the same question, over and over again like a mantra: What would you do? What would you do if it was your child? It was a childish repetition born of terror, and it was also the only way I could keep myself from splintering. They spoke gently and sympathetically, never answering that question, because there was nothing to answer. My mind begged for hope—for some action that would turn this back. 
Reality began to tear through my denial when organ donation was mentioned. Two nurses from the program approached me with callus I remember feeling heat rise in my body as my face started to burn like fire, dizzy as if I had just spun in circles for hours, and the room was tilting like a funhouse. I could barely hold my head up as the words were wobbling in the air. The team of nurses sent to petition me for organ donation were off putting to say the least. They moved with professional focus, speaking in measured tones and clinical terms. I understand now that this is how they survive their work. But at that moment, their distance felt cold, and I struggled with a quiet anger at how alone I felt in the room. How could they talk about donation when lungs were still moving under the sheets, hearts were still beating, and I believed—down to my bones—that they were going to wake up?
I listened to their plea. For Paul, I said simply, “Whatever his driver’s license says is fine.” The paperwork felt like a brittle map through a country I no longer recognized.
For Cassie, it was different. The idea of giving consent while she was still there on monitors felt like being asked to dismantle her in slow motion. I never stopped with my one question as if someone could make this decision for me. What would you do if this were your child? I felt hunted by the organ procurement team and a process that had to happen. They talked about a child in New England waiting for a heart, they played on all of our emotions. We later found out there was no child waiting for her heart and filed a complaint against the nurses. This was my child—how could they ask me to think about saving someone else’s child right now?
I was angry—not at God, but at the collision of grief and procedure, at how protocol can feel like it bypasses the human being at the center of it all. The nurse in me understood the checklist. The mother in me felt another violation layered onto an already impossible wound. Yet, even in that collision, my faith did not move. I kept believing God was present—steady, near, holding—whether or not He chose to perform the miracle I was begging for He never left.
Moments of Grace
During the forty-eight hours we were in the ICU—twenty-four hours to observe and make a final determination, and twenty-four more to prepare their bodies for organ donation—there were moments of grace amid the clinical machinery.
Cassie’s first nurse was Bob—gentle, professional, observant. During one of his rounds, before leaving the room, he paused and asked me if I wanted to hold her—tubes and all. I was so weak from shock, pain, dehydration, exhaustion, and could barely speak, but somehow, I managed to whisper a “Yes.”
My arm was bound in a sling, my clavicle stilled and stiff, so I needed help to hold her. Bob eased me into a chair, then carefully gathered her—tubes and lines and all—and placed her into my arms with a tenderness that felt sacred. I couldn’t support her small, sixty-pound frame, so he remained beside me, arms outstretched, steadying the fragile weight I could not carry on my own and I held her.
I remember the weight of her—the familiar heaviness of a child once full of motion and mischief, now quiet, now still. The bright, busy, beautifully alive little girl I used to beg to rest—just for a moment—lay across me in silence. Small and known, yet somehow distant, altered by everything that now surrounded her, everything that was keeping her here.
I felt the instinct of motherhood rise in me—automatic, aching, alive. I smoothed her hair. I leaned closely. I tried to comfort myself in ways that no longer matched the moment. Small, tender gestures set against the vast, clinical architecture of trauma. Bob was amazing, patient, respectful, and kind. When he told me it was time—when I had to release her so he could return her to the bed—it felt as though something inside my own chest was being taken with her. Not all at once. But slowly… breath by breath…as if my heart knew it could not follow her,
and yet did not want to stay behind.
I needed to be a wife too. After all my I was losing my rock, my anchor, the man who loved me at my worst, picked me up when I fell, and above all things put me second in his life, with God being first. The nurses saw my anguish, and they quickly made room at Paul’s bedside so I could be close to him too. I slipped my small hand into his big strong hand, squeezing, praying to feel something back. I moved between rooms like someone trying to stitch two halves of torn fabric together—from one monitor to the next, from one breathing machine to another—begging, praying, pleading for a miracle.
I moved between their rooms, touching their hands, pressing my forehead to theirs, begging them to wake up. I prayed aloud. I prayed silently. I begged with every ounce of me. In one room, my husband. In the other, my daughter. Machines kept their bodies alive, but we kept begging for their souls, their laughter, their voices to return. It became a vigil—unplanned, unstructured, holy in its own strange way.
Chapter 7: The Vigil
Still, in the middle of everything that felt foreign, isolating, and cold, voices rose.
On that small ICU unit, our people filled every available space. Prayers lifted. Love lingered. Friends and family, stunned and searching, came from near and far. Church friends filled sterile rooms with worship songs, their voices steady where our hearts were not. They sang “Come, Now Is the Time to Worship”—Cassie’s favorite—and the melody spilled into the hallways, weaving through the beeping of monitors and the soft shuffle of nurses’ shoes. Someone brought me a CD player and a stack of worn worship discs. I pressed play in her room, then in his, as though sound itself could tether them to peace.
People kept arriving—first one car, then another—until waiting rooms and corridors overflowed with familiar faces. They came from every part of our life. Teachers. Classmates. Coworkers. Church family. Even strangers who only knew of us but felt drawn to stand nearby. They brought what people bring when they cannot fix what is broken—fast food in greasy bags, pizzas stacked in cardboard boxes, cups of coffee growing cold in trembling hands. The air carried a strange mixture—antiseptic and fried food, faith and fatigue—a collision of the clinical and the deeply human. Nothing elegant. Nothing orchestrated. Just presence. Yet, in the middle of all of it, I was moving in a world that felt entirely separate. Because in one room lay my husband and in the other, my daughter.
Cassie’s room felt heavier. Desperate. Her small body lay surrounded by machines, more pumps, more lines, more bags hanging from the IV pole than I could keep track of. There was still bleeding. Quiet, hidden bleeding they tried to shield me from. I noticed the nurses changing her pillowcase again and again, gently, carefully, as though I might not understand what that meant. But I did. Her room was smaller. Tighter. The air felt thick, as if it held its breath with me. Everything in me strained toward keeping her here, as though will alone could anchor her to this world.
Paul’s room felt different. I don’t know if it was because he was an adult, or because my mind simply could not process losing my child. Something in that space held a different kind of stillness—less frantic, less urgent, though no less devastating……And between them… was me, walking back and forth-again and again. I dreaded every step. Leaving one bedside felt unbearable. Walking into the other felt impossible. Each time I stepped out, I caught the nurses’ eyes—filled with a kind of desperate sympathy, the kind that says there are no words for this.  I would walk into the next room… and begin again. Touching their hands. Pressing my forehead to theirs. Whispering prayers that came in fragments—sometimes spoken, sometimes swallowed, sometimes nothing more than breath breaking in my chest. At one point, the charge nurse tried to see if they could move them into the same room. But there were too many machines. Too many pumps. Too many ventilators. Too many things keeping them alive that made that simple, human desire impossible. So, I moved between them instead. A rhythm I never chose… but could not stop.
In the middle of all of that, there was a woman became my lifeline. Kim.
We weren’t especially close. She was the mother of my daughter’s best friend—someone I knew, but not deeply. Yet, when everything shattered, she showed up with quiet conviction and stayed. She saw what I hadn’t. I had nothing. No clothes of my own—just a thin hospital gown draped over my broken body, a sling securing my fractured clavicle, yellow gripper socks stark against the sterile floor. Without asking, she slipped away. She went home, opened her husband’s closet, and chose clothes loose enough to fit gently over the sling. She brought shoes too, because mine had been lost somewhere in the chaos of impact, forgotten in the blur of everything that followed.
I remember standing in the hospital bathroom, tears streaming down my face as I pulled on those borrowed clothes. They weren’t beautiful. But they were everything. In that moment, I wasn’t just a patient anymore. I could step back into being her mommy. His wife. I could be warm. Covered. Human. I felt cared for in a way that held me up when I could not stand on my own. I knew it was God—but He was using her to do it. Her kindness wrapped around me like something tangible, something steady, something I could lean into when everything else felt like it was slipping. 
Even in the presence of so much love, there were moments that felt sharp. Complicated. Paul hadn’t spoken to his older daughter in years. Still, I knew she needed to know. I had no way to reach her, so I asked my mother to call her school. She reached the Principal and they took it from there. They reached her mom, and then they came. Years of silence seemed to gather in that room with them. Her mother sat beside Paul’s unconscious body and leaned in close. “I forgive you,” she said. The words were both holy and brutal. They landed deeply, settling somewhere I could not move them from.
Then his sister and aunt arrived. Their Catholic faith came with them—something Paul had long since stepped away from. Without asking me, they called for a priest. I remember the shock I felt when I looked up and saw him there. Our Pastor was there, he was all we needed. The quiet frustration raged inside. No one had asked me—his wife—what he would have wanted. I stepped out of the room as the priest prayed and anointed him-last rites. To me, he wasn’t gone. I believed, with everything in me, that he could still come back. The finality of last rites felt like surrendering him before I was ready. Later, my pastor spoke gently into the space I couldn’t see beyond. “They’re losing something too,” he said and then “The last rites aren’t for Paul… they’re for them.” Something shifted. Not fully. Not easily. But enough for a sliver of understanding to make its way through the pain. Grief doesn’t belong to just one person. It ripples. Sometimes what brings peace to someone else feels like disruption to you. Both can be true.
The clock kept moving. Doctors followed protocols. Nurses adjusted machines. There were steps that had to be taken—necessary steps—but they existed in a world where policies and heartbreak collided. I absorbed everything in fragments. Clinical language. Gentle explanations. Words I understood professionally—but could not process personally. Until slowly… painfully… I began to comprehend what my heart had been refusing. She was not coming back. The serious conversation about organ donation came next. It was excruciating. Decisions needed to be made to put the team in motion and prepare.
Everything in me recoiled at the thought. It felt like one more thing being taken from me, one more decision I was not ready to make. I reflected as a mother and finally another thought began to form. If there were someone who could save her…if there were a way for this story to turn…I would want that. That realization didn’t make the decision easy. But it made it… slightly more bearable. Her pediatricians—people I trusted, people who had cared for her—helped guide me through it. Their voices carried weight I could receive when everything else felt distorted.
Still, it felt like bargaining. Trying to hold on and let go at the same time. Trying to make meaning out of something that made no sense. There were things I believe now I was misled on—things I held onto because they gave me just enough footing to move forward. I believed her organs would help a child. That mattered deeply to me. But beneath all of that was something even stronger. I could not leave her. I would not. I told them I had been there for her first breath…and I would be there for her last.
It was Sunday morning. Bright. Warm. The kind of morning that felt completely out of place against the weight of what was about to happen. Her nurse came in quietly. “We’re ready.” The word didn’t belong there. I wasn’t ready. I would never be ready, and the moment had come anyway. They handed me sterile clothes. I was a scrub tech in the Obstetrics unit across town. I had put these close on hundreds of times, I walked in to countless surgeries as a welcome participant whose skill was needed to bring life into the world and now I was putting them on to let go of my baby’s life. I put them on with shaking hands. I walked into the operating room. It was a familiar space. The hum of machines. The sterile tables. The cold metal instruments were arranged with precision. Everything was as it should be and nothing was as it should be. They positioned me at her head. The anesthesiologist offered me a stool, and I sat beside her, close enough to see every detail of her beautiful China doll face. In that moment… I became her mother again. Not the one making decisions. Not the one answering questions. Just her mommy. I did what I had always done when it was time for her to rest. I sang. The lullaby I had sung since she was born. My voice never trembled, and the melody flowed as if it was the most important performance I would ever give. —familiar, steady, sacred.
Somewhere over the rainbow…The room grew still. There were tears behind surgical masks, and plenty of sniffles in the room. People didn’t just cry, they felt. I kept singing. Because this wasn’t for them. This was for her. When the song ended, I leaned in close. Kissed her cheek and whispered the only words I could find—
“You can fly.”
Not because I was ready. Not because I wanted to let her go. But because, in that moment, I was releasing her back to the God who had loaned her to me for seven beautiful years. Something in me went quiet after that. Not peaceful. Not whole. Just… quiet, empty. A kind of numbness that settles in when the body can no longer carry what is happening. I stood up. Walked out of the operating room and made my way back to Paul.  I laid my head on his chest. Breathed him in one last time. Slipped my hand into his… waiting. Hoping for one final squeeze. One sign. Anything. But there was nothing. I kissed him softly. Stood up, barely, I think it was God who lifted me from that chair. With an ache and resistance I can still feel as I write these words, I walked out of his room. Out of the ICU and into a life I never planned for.
I have kept—because I must—the clinical facts beside the tender fragments. The dress cut away.
The neck brace. The overhead calls. The steady hum of machines. Those are the facts. But the story is more than what happened. It is what it did. Inside a family. Inside a body. Inside a faith that would never again be untouched by suffering.

Still, in the middle of everything, voices rose. On that small ICU unit our people filled every public space, prayers went up, and love was felt. Friends and family in disbelief came from near and far, church friends filled sterile rooms with worship songs. They sang “Come, Now Is the Time to Worship”—Cassie’s favorite. The sound spilled into the hallways, weaving with the beeping of monitors and the shuffle of nurses’ shoes. Someone brought me a cd player and some worship CD’s. I played worship music in her room, then in his, pressing play as though sound itself could tether them to peace.

People began to arrive—first one car, then another—until waiting rooms and hallways filled with familiar faces. They came from our church, from neighboring congregations, from the Christian school Cassie attended. They came from my nursing program, from work, from the circle of friends who had surrounded our ordinary life. Teachers. Classmates. Coworkers. Extended family. Parents of her friends. Even strangers. Some who loved us deeply and others who barely knew us at all.
Tragedy pulled them into a space where none of us knew what to say or do, but presence itself became a kind of language. They brought what people bring when words fail: fast food in greasy bags, pizzas stacked in cardboard boxes, endless cups of coffee. The hallways carried the mingled scents of antiseptic, fried food, and distant worship music—a strange collision of survival and sorrow. Nothing elegant. Nothing planned. Just fuel for bodies that could not rest because no one wanted to leave.
Before long, song filled the rooms. Church friends lifted worship music into the sterile air. They sang “Come, Now Is the Time to Worship”—Cassie’s favorite—and the melody drifted through the corridors, weaving between monitor alarms and the soft shuffle of nurses’ shoes. I kept worship music playing in her room, then in his, pressing repeat as if sound itself could anchor them to something steady and sacred.
I moved between their rooms in a rhythm of desperation—touching their hands, pressing my forehead to theirs, pleading for them to wake. My prayers came in whispers and broken fragments. When words failed, the prayers lived silently inside my chest, aching to be heard. In one room lay my husband. In the other, my daughter. Machines sustained their bodies, but we reached for something deeper—for their spirits, their laughter, their voices to find their way back to us.
What took shape around us was a vigil. Unplanned. Unstructured. Holy in the way only raw desperation can become sacred. The crowd continued to swell, yet the space felt hushed, as if reverence itself had settled over us.
Friends stood shoulder to shoulder, voices rising again in familiar lyrics that echoed down the cold corridors. The music softened the clinical edges of the hospital, wrapping warmth and faith around us like a fragile shelter. I kept the melodies playing in both rooms, clinging to the hope that harmony could somehow tether them to peace. Through every single song, prayer, tear, and Styrofoam cup of cold tea I was never alone. 
Still, in the middle of everything that felt foreign, isolating, and cold, voices rose. On that small ICU unit, our people filled every available space. Prayers lifted. Love lingered. Friends and family, stunned and searching, came from near and far. Church friends filled the sterile rooms with worship songs, their voices steady where our hearts were not. They sang “Come, Now Is the Time to Worship”—Cassie’s favorite—and the melody spilled into the hallways, weaving through the beeping of monitors and the soft shuffle of nurses’ shoes. Someone brought me a CD player and a stack of worn worship discs, and I pressed play in her room, then in his, as though sound itself could tether them to peace. People kept arriving—first one car, then another—until waiting rooms and corridors overflowed with familiar faces. They came from our church, from neighboring congregations, from the Christian school Cassie attended. They came from my nursing program, from work, from the circle of friends who had shaped our ordinary days. Teachers. Classmates. Coworkers. Extended family. Parents of her friends. Even strangers. Some who knew us well and others who only knew of us yet still felt drawn to stand nearby. Tragedy gathered them into a space where words felt insufficient, but presence became its own kind of language. They brought what people bring when they cannot fix what is broken: fast food in greasy bags, pizzas stacked in cardboard boxes, endless cups of coffee growing cold in trembling hands. The air carried a strange mixture—antiseptic and fried food, faith and fatigue—a collision of the clinical and the deeply human. Nothing elegant. Nothing orchestrated. Just sustenance for bodies that refused to leave.
The clock ticked steadily as the night wore on and the hours drifted later, and still the music remained. Voices rose again, threading through the corridors, steady and familiar. The songs softened the sharp edges of the hospital, wrapping warmth and worship around us like a fragile shelter. I kept the melodies moving between their rooms, pressing repeat as if rhythm itself could hold them here, could call them back, could keep them from slipping beyond our reach.
I moved between their beds in a rhythm of my own—touching their hands, pressing my forehead to theirs, pleading for them to wake up. My prayers came in whispers and fragments, sometimes spoken, sometimes swallowed, sometimes ugly crying. When words failed, the prayers settled deep inside my chest, aching to be heard. In one room lay my husband. In the other, my daughter.
Machines sustained their bodies, but we reached for something deeper—for their spirits, their laughter, their voices to find their way back to us. What formed around us became a vigil. Unplanned. Unstructured. Sacred in the way only desperation can make something holy. The crowd continued to swell, yet the space felt strangely hushed, as though reverence itself had settled over the chaos.
Friends stood shoulder to shoulder, frozen in disbelief. Hands found one another. Arms wrapped tightly around trembling shoulders. Faith filled the spaces where answers could not. God was present in profound ways, He could be felt, and He could be seen moving through the body of Christ. Through every song, every prayer, every tear, and every Styrofoam cup of cooling tea, I was never alone.
Hands found one another. Arms wrapped tightly around trembling shoulders. Family stayed close, refusing to step away. Prayers moved in a steady rhythm while the machines carried on their measured work—precise, mechanical, indifferent—holding my family within reach even as everything else felt as though it were slipping beyond my grasp.
Amid the sea of faces, one woman I really didn’t know well became my lifeline—Kim the mother of my daughter’s best friend Sammie.
Kim and I had exchanged pleasantries, but we had never been especially close, yet she came to the hospital with conviction and remained without hesitation. She knew Cassie so well, her heart, her fears, her prayers, and even her quirks and she loved her like her own. That’ is one of the amazing things about Kim, she loves unconditionally, selflessly, and with lipstick kisses that stain your cheeks for days! 
She noticed what I had not: I had no clothes of my own, only a thin hospital gown draped over my broken body and a sling securing my fractured clavicle. Yellow institution issued slipper gripper socks blaring like a flashing road sign. 
Quietly, she slipped away.
She went home, opened her husband’s closet, and chose clothes loose enough to fit gently over the sling without causing pain. She brought shoes too, because mine had been lost in the chaos of impact, forgotten in the blur of everything that followed. I never saw them again. I don’t think I would have missed them if not for the dress.
I remember standing in the hospital bathroom, tears streaming down my face as I pulled on those borrowed clothes. It wasn’t a beautiful outfit. It didn’t need to be. What mattered was the love stitched into every thoughtful choice, the softness of the fabric, the easy width of the sandals. Her care wrapped around me like mercy itself. You have probably heard me say when tragedy, grief, illness, any circumstance that interrupts a person’s norm, don’t ask what they need. They don’t know, and if they do they won’t ask. Just do something. Look around and figure out what you would need… do that. 
Weeks later, Kim was still caring for me.  Cozy cups of tea, prayer, tears and tissues were our jam. Life takes us different places, and it took us in opposite directions, I sure would give anything for a tea date at Kim’s house. During one of our morning tea dates at her house, she told me that earlier the morning of the accident—before any of thing had happened—she had saw me at the Grandparent’s breakfast and felt God whisper, Be close to her. Stay by her side. Don’t leave.
She didn’t. Not that day. Not in the years that followed. What grew between us became one of the deepest bonds of my life—formed not through time or proximity but forged in fire and sustained by faithful presence. Kim’s still on speed dial if I need her. To this day I am grateful God whispered to her, she heard Him, and He provided.
At the same time I felt closeness through the body of Christ and their support, I felt distance—and an absence. Paul hadn’t spoken to his older daughter from his first marriage in years. She was about 16 years old. Still, I knew she needed to know. I had no way to reach her, so I asked my mother to call her school. With such extenuating circumstances surely they would help make contact. The school reached out to her mother, and soon they arrived.
Years of silence seemed to gather in that room. Her mother sat beside Paul’s unconscious body and leaned in closely. “I forgive you,” she said. The words were holy and brutal all at once. They landed on me like a stone I could not lift. His sister and aunt came too, bringing their Catholic faith, a faith that I do not condemn, but a faith Paul had willingly turned away from as he found his faith in our Pentecostal church. I had no idea that they had called for a priest to perform last rites. When he arrived with oil and prayer, I was shocked but too weak to protest. I stepped out of the room.
I remember thinking no one had asked me, his wife, if it was ok. I tried to bury my annoyance. I knew it wasn’t something Paul would have wanted, and I didn’t want it either for more than one reason. To me, he wasn’t gone. I believed with every ounce of myself that he could still come back, and the finality of last rites felt like surrendering him before I was ready.  My Pastor became the voice of reason when I couldn’t think of anything or anyone but myself and my pain. He gently reminded me; they were losing something too. Whatever it was, it was not for me to judge it was theirs. I felt that and some empathy crept in. I still struggled with the last rites, the priest, the rituals. What my Pastor Nick said next truly pivoted my entire outlook on grief then and now. He said “Nadine, the last rites are not for Paul, it’s for them. This is what they need for peace during this time.”. Talk about a humbling moment. I have never forgotten that simple lesson, and during times of grief I now have better lenses in which I can be there for others. 
Friends, family, coworkers, classmates, strangers—each one stood watch. Some prayed. Some wept. Some brought food and coffee, standing in hallways because they didn’t know what else to do. Some sat quietly, their silence saying more than words ever could. I have never felt more alone than I did in those hours. Yet, I was never actually alone. The vigil became a living reminder that grief ripples out, gathering people who stand in the wake with you, even when they cannot carry the full weight.
Looking back, I can see both sides at once: the beauty of a community that surrounded me, carried me, clothed me, sang for me—and the ache of moments when decisions were made that I wasn’t ready for, words spoken that pierced me deeper still. Both were true. That is the paradox of the vigil: light and dark braided together. Love showing up in borrowed clothes and greasy pizza boxes, in worship songs and in silence. Tension and heartbreak, rituals I didn’t want, words I could barely bear. It was the body of Christ in its messy, imperfect fullness—human hands doing the only thing they knew to do stay, pray, love and in that staying, something holy happened.
Faith was not the absence of pain. Faith was the decision to keep praying inside the pain.
The clock kept moving. Doctors and nurses had brain death protocols to follow, and I didn’t fault them. There were steps that had to be taken—necessary steps. But those steps exist in a system where hearts and regulations collide. Observation laws, protocol checklists, organ donation procedures—each one had its place. Each one also became another thing I had to survive while I was already being torn apart.
There was no cinematic moment of clarity. The truth arrived in stages—medical reports, solemn conversations, the gentle and terrible way doctors explained imaging and reflexes. I absorbed it one brittle sentence at a time.
Everyone was gone; it was just me. Cassie’s biological father and his parents flew in they were there and although it was the right thing and I am glad he had that moment, it felt like such an invasion into my world, my grief, I didn’t want to share. My sister was one floor below with Lizzy who had been in the pediatric unit where she had surgery to close that big gash on her head and set her broken clavicle. 
After prayer, council, and coming to grips with reality, I agreed to have Cassie’s final act of kindness be to give the gift of life.  It was Sunday morning, a bright warm Sunday morning when her nurse came in and said we are ready. Ready? I am not ready. Not ready to say goodbye, to give up hope I begged God until the last second. How could I leave my baby alone. I told the nurse I was there for her first breath and I had to be there for her last. They took her to the operating room and gave me the sterile clothes to put on. As they escorted me in, it was a familiar scene-anesthesia machine clicking and beeping, sterile tables, cold metal instruments. The anesthesiologist offered me a stool so I could sit by her head. HOW DO YOU SAY GOODBYE TO YOUR BABY!!  I took a deep breath, gained some composure and did what I always did when it was time for her to rest….I sang her very special lullaby that I had sung since the day she was born….my voice quivered as the words came out in perfect pitch and rhythm….”Somewhere over the rainbow, way up high, there’s a land that I heard of once in a lullaby. Somewhere over the rainbow, skies are blue and the dreams that you dare to dream really do come true. Someday I’ll wish upon a star and wake up where the clouds are far behind me. Where troubles melt like lemon drops away above the chimney tops, that’s were you’ll find me. Somewhere over the rainbow, skies are blue and the dream that you dare to dream really do come true. If happy little blue birds fly beyond the rainbow…why oh why can’t I?”  I kissed her cheek and softly whispered…”You can fly”. The whole room was in tears and in that moment I became numb. I stood up and walked out of the operating room right to Paul’s room where I lay my head on his chest and breathed him in one last time. I put my hand in his hoping for one final squeeze something anything…nothing. I softly kissed him and turned and walked out of his room, out of the ICU, and into a life I never planned for. 
I have kept—because I must—the clinical facts beside tender fragments of memory: the dress cut away from me; the neck brace; the overhead code pink; the soft hum of a ventilator. Those facts are how I answer the question of what happened.
But the story is more than cause and effect. It is what those facts did inside a family—
inside my body, inside my faith, inside a life that would never again be simple.
Chapter 8 (title Hannah)
I already said it but I am saying it again…I can’t think of a woman in scripture who has had an easy life.  Not one. Not Sarah with her waiting. Not Hagar with her wilderness. Not Naomi with her graves. Not Mary with her sword-pierced soul and certainly not Hannah, who had to sit at a table every year with her pain dressed for dinner. One of the rude awakenings of reading the Bible as a woman who has actually lived something is that women=pain. These women are not paper dolls in linen dresses with tidy testimonies and glowing skin. They are not floating through sanctified sunlight with perfect curls and a leather-bound devotional. They are living, bleeding, waiting, burying, aching women. They are misunderstood. They are provoked. They are asked to trust God while carrying realities they never would have chosen for themselves. Miraculously, somehow, in the middle of all that, they keep turning toward Him.
That concept resonates deep within me. Not that they suffered. That they suffered and still stayed turned toward God. When I think about the presence of God in my own story, I do not think first of mountaintop moments, answered prayers, or the kind of miracles people like to frame and put on church stages. I think of ICU rooms. I think of whispered prayers. I think of worship songs slipping under fluorescent lights. I think of peace that made no sense and people who showed up carrying casseroles, borrowed clothes, and the love of Christ in tired human hands.
When I think about the presence of God illustrated through time, I think about Hannah. Her story is tucked into the opening of 1 Samuel but tucked is too gentle a word for what she carried. Hannah’s pain was not hidden from her. It sat across from her. It ate from the same serving dishes. It traveled with her to worship. It spoke to her in the voice of another woman. Peninnah. Even her name sounds sharp. Scripture says Peninnah provoked Hannah grievously because the Lord had closed her womb. Not once. Not accidentally. Not in one especially cruel conversation that Hannah later replayed in her mind. Year after year. Imagine that. Year after year means this was not a passing hardship. It means the wound was reopened on a schedule. It means Hannah had to keep living while being reminded of what she did not have. It means there was no quick healing arc, no beautiful resolution by chapter two, no one-year Bible study called Beauty from Barrenness with a floral cover and reflection questions.
Year after year. Some griefs are like that. They keep showing up for attendance. I know mine do. I imagine Hannah hearing children laugh and feeling that sting like switch against her skin. I imagine the awkward glances, the pity disguised as kindness, the comments people make when they have no idea they are scraping salt into a wound. I imagine Peninnah with a smug mouth and fertile arms, weaponizing what had come easily to her. I imagine Hannah trying to compose herself at family meals, swallowing tears with bread she could barely get down. Scripture says she wept and would not eat. That is not dramatic language. That is a body carrying sorrow so honestly it cannot even cooperate with hunger. I understand that kind of grief. Not because my story is her story. It is not. But pain has a familiar sound, even when it speaks in a different dialect. I rarely pass up a snack, a good pizza and a cinnamon roll will never go to waste in my presence. But in grief, eating isn’t even a thought. Breathe your next breath becomes your mantra. After Paul and Cassie died, people sometimes seemed surprised by what faith looked like on me. I think some expected me to either collapse into unbelief or tie myself up in a neat Christian bow. Cry, but not too much. Trust God, but make it palatable. Grieve, but in a way that didn’t disturb everyone else’s theology. There is always a quiet social pressure to make suffering look either heroic or hopeless. But grief rarely cooperates with either category. Real grief is messier than that. Holier than that too. It isn’t neatly packaged into the three bereavement days generously gifted by your employer, or reserved for Saturdays after the chores are done. 
Hannah knew what it was to carry pain into sacred spaces. That part of her story wrecks me. Every year Elkanah took his family up to Shiloh to worship and sacrifice before the Lord. Every year Hannah made the trip with the same empty womb, the same aching heart, the same woman needling her from the other side of the fire. Can you imagine? Going to the house of God and feeling both drawn and undone at the same time? Showing up where He is worshiped while carrying a private sorrow so loud it drowns out the songs?
I can. I know what it is to stand in a place of worship with a shattered heart and still lift my hands. Not because everything was okay. Not because I understood. Not because my faith had neatly explained what my life could not survive. But because I still trusted Him. That trust confused people sometimes. I could feel it. Not always in words, though sometimes in those too, but in the tilt of a head, in the careful tone, in the questions that were not really questions. How can she still worship? How can she still believe? How can she raise her hands after all that?
Worship, for me, was not denial. It was not performance. It was not me saying, “I’m healed and highly favored and none of this touched me.” It was me saying, “I am touched by all of it, and still, I know where to turn.” Hannah turned too. One year she reached a breaking point. Elkanah tried to comfort her with what I am sure he meant as tenderness, but it landed like so many well-meaning words do when spoken to someone in deep pain. “Am I not more to you than ten sons?” Sweet, perhaps. Also no. A husband’s love, however sincere, could not fill the ache she carried. His affection did not erase her longing. Love is beautiful, but it is not always an anesthetic.
So Hannah got up. I love that detail. She got up. Not because she felt strong. Not because she suddenly had perspective. Not because she had heard a sermon on resilience and decided to choose joy. She got up because sometimes pain will drive you to God when nothing else can. Sometimes grief becomes the very thing that pushes your feet toward the only One who can hold it. Scripture says she was deeply distressed and prayed to the Lord and wept bitterly. Bitterly. There it is again, that sacred permission our polished church language sometimes tries to clean up. Bitterly. Hannah was not praying cute. She was not journaling affirmations on a porch with lemon water and a throw blanket. She was undone. She was pouring out her soul. So raw. 
In true male fashion, men are from mars and all that…Eli saw her and got it wrong. Her lips were moving, but her voice was not heard, so he assumed she was drunk. The audacity of that man. A woman breaking open before God gets mistaken for a woman who has lost all control. That will preach….because grief is often misread by people who have never carried it. Faith in suffering is often misread too.
Some people see tears and assume weakness. Some see steadiness and assume denial. Some see worship and assume performance. Some see lament and assume rebellion. We are forever trying to interpret others pain from the outside, while only the one living it knows what is happening in the depth of their soul. Hannah answers Eli with one of the most honest lines in all of Scripture: “No, my lord. I am a woman troubled in spirit… I have been pouring out my soul before the Lord.”
That is not just an explanation. That is a theology of grief. I have been pouring out my soul. Not composing it. Not managing it. Not editing it for the comfort of others. Pouring it out. There were moments in those ICU rooms when that is all I knew how to do. Pour. My prayers were desperate and repetitive, deeply heartfelt but not especially articulate. I didn’t know what to ask for. How do you pray when one room holds your husband and another your daughter? Do you plead first here or there? Do you ask for resurrection-sized miracles with clinical language in your ears? Do you beg God to intervene, even as machines and monitors seem to be saying something else? I prayed the same prayers over and over because I had nothing new to say. I wasn’t sure if I was praying hard enough, saying enough, believing enough. I just knew my heart was coming open in the presence of God whether my words were polished or not.
Perhaps that is the point. Prayer, at its most honest, is not eloquence. It is exposure. Hannah did not impress God with theology. She came undone in His presence. Girl that speaks to me. Because I think many women live under the quiet burden of trying to grieve correctly. Pray correctly. Trust correctly. As if God were standing over us with a red pen grading our sorrow. As if the woman boo-hoo crying with the trembling lips and the mascara streaks and the repeated phrases and the collapsing nervous system might be told she failed the spiritual maturity test…didn’t Pinterest this one correctly. 
No. The God of Hannah is not repelled by poured-out souls. He receives them, welcomes them. That is the heart of this chapter for me. The presence of God is not proven by outcomes. It is revealed in nearness. Nearness can look very different than we expect. Sometimes it feels like peace. That stillness that arrives without explanation, not because your circumstances have improved, but because God has revealed himself. There is a kind of peace that makes no worldly sense. I have felt it more than once. Not always and not on demand. But I have felt it enough to tell the truth about it. It’s a stillness in the middle of chaos. It’s a quiet strength beneath the panic. It’s a sense that I was held even when everything precious to me seemed to be slipping through my fingers.
Sometimes the presence of God looks like people. That is one of the purest truths I know. He will use those who are willing to be His hands and feet. He was present in Kim, who heard his whisper and knew what I needed before I had words for it. He was present in the people who filled waiting rooms with worship and hallways with whispered prayers. He was present in food arriving when I could not think about groceries, in arms that held, in eyes that wept with me, in those who stayed when there was nothing to fix. God’s presence is not less divine because it arrives wrapped in ordinary people. Sometimes that is exactly how He chooses to come.
Hannah’s story turns with breathtaking restraint. Eli blesses her. She leaves. In time, she conceives and bears Samuel. It would be easy to reduce the story there, to make it a neat little formula: pray hard, pour out your soul, trust God, get your miracle. That is not really the whole story, is it? Miracles don’t always come in the way we hope or think they should.
The deeper miracle is not only that Hannah received Samuel. It is that she released him. That woman who wept for a child, longed for a child, endured public humiliation and private ache for a child, took that beloved answer in her arms and gave him back to the Lord. I do not read that lightly. I do not read it with a tidy smile and a cross-stitched quote. I read it as a woman who knows what it is to release what she loves most back to God with trembling hands and a soft melody.  Hannah’s surrender was voluntary. My surrender was not in the same way. I want to say that plainly because false parallels flatten truth. Hannah was given what she prayed for and then consecrated him to the Lord. I stood in an operating room and whispered goodbye to my daughter. Our stories are not the same but they do touch in one sacred place: the willingness to place what is most precious back into the hands of the God who gave it.
When I sang over Cassie and whispered, “You can fly,” I was not saying I was okay. I was not saying I understood. I was not offering some poetic line because grief had made me profound. I was releasing her back to the God who had loaned her to me for seven delightful years. That kind of surrender is not pretty. It is worship with a torn hem. It is trust with tear-swollen eyes and a running nose. It is saying, “I love this gift with everything in me, and still I know it was never mine apart from You.”
Hannah knew that too. After Samuel was weaned, she brought him to the house of the Lord. I imagine her fingers lingering. I imagine the ache of turning away. I imagine that every prayer she had prayed over him now came back to sit in her throat. I imagine the strength it took not to snatch him back into her arms and say, “Actually, Lord, I have reconsidered. This offering is too expensive.” She followed through and what she did next is for most inconceivable but for me so relatable. She worshiped. That part gets me every time. She worshiped. Not because surrender is painless, but because God is worthy even when obedience costs us something. There is a maturity in that kind of faith that can only be forged in deep waters. Not borrowed faith. Not conference faith. Not the kind built on catchy songs and favorable circumstances. I am talking about the faith that survives contact with heart wrenching suffering. The faith that does not deny pain, but refuses to let pain become a god. The faith that still speaks His name through clenched teeth and salt-heavy tears.
That is the kind of faith Hannah carried. That is the kind of faith I want. If I am honest, it is the kind of faith grief carved into me. I didn’t want the lesson, and I certainly never signed up for a crash course in formation through devastation. Yet, when your life breaks open, you find out what holds on what endures and for me it was God. He didn’t always show up in the ways I begged Him to. He didn’t produce the outcomes I would have chosen. What he did do with His presence with His peace with His people was meet me in the worst places I had ever been and He did not flinch. God was there when I needed Him, and even when I didn’t know how to ask for what I needed. He was there in desperate, repetitive prayers. He was there in the stillness between them. He was there when worship rose from a place in me deeper than explanation. He was there in every person willing to stay. He was there when I was misunderstood. He was there when I had no language left but tears. He was there when I released what I loved most. That is what I want you to know.
Faith doesn’t guarantee the life you hoped for or that God will always hand you the ending you want.  Don’t think if He hasn’t you are at fault or didn’t pray correctly. He is certainly not a Genie in a bottle. God will not always hand you the ending you wanted. Hannah won’t get her Samuel and  every shattered mother won’t gets restoration the way she begs for it. But that the presence of God is real. And near. And often most unmistakable when life is stripped to the bone. Some of us meet God in abundance. Some meet Him in the valley. Some know Him as provider when the cupboards fill. Some know Him as comforter when the bedsides empty. Some know Him as healer. Some know Him as keeper. Some know Him as the quiet companion who did not stop the storm but stayed in the wreckage.
I have known Him there. Maybe you have too. Maybe you are there now. Maybe your prayers feel embarrassingly repetitive. Maybe your soul is so troubled you can barely eat, barely sleep, barely string together a sentence that sounds holy. Maybe someone has misread your grief, your worship, your silence, your tears. Maybe you are trying to trust God while carrying a story you would never have chosen.
Then hear me: you are not praying wrong. You are not grieving wrong. You are not too much for God. Pour out your soul. He can handle it. He does not require polished language to prove your faith. He is not intimidated by your sorrow. He is not pacing heaven, wringing His hands over the intensity of your lament. He is God. He is near to the brokenhearted. He welcomes the honest prayer, the trembling prayer, the prayer that repeats itself because pain has worn the vocabulary thin.
Sometimes the holiest thing a woman can do is stay turned toward God when life has given her every reason to turn away. Hannah did that. She stayed turned. Troubled in spirit, misunderstood by leadership, aching in body and soul, she stayed turned toward the Lord. I believe that is why her story still ministers to me. Not because it is neat. Not because it is easy. But because it tells the truth. Women of faith do not always look shiny. Sometimes we look wrecked. Sometimes we look like women with moving lips and no sound, women with swollen eyes and uplifted hands, women who do not know what to pray but come anyway. Sometimes we look like women carrying unbearable things and still whispering the name of God.
That is not weakness. That is worship. Maybe that is where the presence of God is most profoundly found. Not after the pain. Not once everything is resolved. But right there in the middle of it. In the temple. In the ICU. In the silence. In the song. In the surrender. Right there where your soul is being poured out and heaven seems too quiet and still, somehow, the Lord is near. He was near to Hannah. He was near to me. He will be near to you. Because that is who He is. He is the God who does not always change the outcome, but He never withholds His presence from the ones who call on Him and sometimes that presence is the miracle.

There is a kind of pain that does not ask to be fixed. It does not look for quick answers or tidy explanations. It does not respond to platitudes or polished prayers. It simply aches—deep, relentless, and often without words. In that kind of pain, one question rises above all others:
Where is God?
It is the question people ask gently, carefully, as if afraid of the answer. It is the question whispered in hospital hallways and spoken in hushed conversations long after the moment has passed. It is the question that sits quietly in the hearts of those watching from the outside, unsure how faith and suffering can exist in the same space. I did not ask that question the way people might expect. Because I knew where He was. He was there.
When everything in my life shattered, when the unthinkable became reality and I found myself walking between two ICU rooms—one holding my husband, the other my daughter—I did not experience the absence of God. I experienced His presence. Not in the way I had always imagined it. Not in a miraculous reversal or a sudden healing or a moment where everything was restored. But in something quieter. Something steadier. Something that did not remove the pain but met me inside of it. My prayers in those moments were not eloquent. They were desperate. They were repetitive. They were whispered, spoken, cried, and sometimes barely formed at all. I didn’t know what to ask for. I didn’t know which miracle to plead for first, or how to hold both of them in the same breath.
Sometimes I wondered if I was praying hard enough. If I was saying the right words. If I could somehow reach God more clearly, more urgently, more effectively—if that would change the outcome. My prayers were not empty. They were full. Full of love. Full of fear. Full of longing. Even when they didn’t sound like what I thought prayer was supposed to be.

There is a story in Scripture that found me in a new way after those days.
The story of Hannah.

Hannah’s life was marked by longing.
Year after year, she carried the weight of barrenness—a quiet grief that became louder with time. In a culture where motherhood defined identity and value, her empty arms spoke louder than anything she could say.
And she was not alone in her suffering.
She was provoked.
Mocked.
Peninnah, the other wife, had children—many of them—and used that reality as a weapon. Scripture says she provoked Hannah “year after year,” wearing down her spirit with relentless reminders of what she did not have.
It wasn’t just grief.
It was grief seen.
Grief compared.
Grief misunderstood.

Each year, they went to the house of the Lord.
A place that should have brought comfort.
A place that should have felt sacred.
But for Hannah, it became the place where her pain was most visible.
She wept.
She could not eat.
Her anguish followed her into the very presence of God.

And one year, something in her broke open.
Not in despair.
But in surrender.

She went to the temple and began to pray.
Not quietly in her heart.
Not with composed, measured words.
But with raw, unfiltered desperation.
Scripture tells us that her lips were moving, but her voice could not be heard.
She was pouring out her soul before the Lord.

And even there… she was misunderstood.
Eli, the priest, saw her and assumed the worst.
“How long will you stay drunk?” he asked.
Put away your wine.

It is almost unthinkable.
A woman in deep anguish.
Pouring herself out before God.
And the very person meant to recognize sacred moments misinterprets her grief as disorder.

But Hannah answered him with clarity that still echoes:
“I am a woman who is deeply troubled… I have been pouring out my soul to the Lord.”

There is something profoundly holy about that.
Not polished prayer.
Not perfect theology.
Just a soul… poured out.

I understand Hannah differently now.
Because I have stood in that place.

My prayers in the ICU were not structured.
They did not follow a pattern.
They did not sound like the prayers I had learned or the ones I had heard spoken in church.
They were fragments.
They were repetition.
They were desperate attempts to reach God in a moment where everything felt like it was slipping away.
I prayed the same things over and over again.
I begged.
I pleaded.
I whispered.
Sometimes I said nothing at all and simply stood there, hoping that God could hear what my heart was too overwhelmed to form into words.

And like Hannah, there were moments I felt misunderstood.
Not because people didn’t care.
But because they didn’t fully understand what it meant to carry both grief and faith at the same time.
I remember standing in a worship service, lifting my hands.
Not because everything was okay.
Not because I had answers.
But because I still trusted Him.
And I could feel the tension in the room.
The unspoken question:
How can she still worship?

But worship was not denial.
It was not pretending.
It was not minimizing the pain.
It was the only place I could put it.

Hannah did not wait until her situation changed to go before God.
She went to Him in the middle of it.
In the rawness.
In the ache.
In the unanswered.

And that is where I found Him too.

The presence of God is not always loud.
It is not always dramatic.
It does not always come in ways that are easy to explain or recognize from the outside.
Sometimes, it is stillness.
A quiet that settles in your spirit when everything around you is chaotic.
A sense—unexplainable but unmistakable—that you are not alone.

And sometimes…
it looks like people.

It looks like a woman named Kim showing up when you didn’t even know what you needed.
It looks like someone bringing clothes so you can feel human again.
It looks like hands reaching for yours when words fall short.
It looks like voices rising in worship when your own voice cannot carry the weight.

God’s presence is not confined to a feeling.
It is revealed in nearness.
And nearness often arrives through the people willing to stay.

Hannah’s story did not end in the temple.
God heard her.
He met her in that place of pouring out.
And in time, her circumstances changed.
She was given a son—Samuel.

But the most remarkable part of her story is not that she received what she asked for.
It is what she did next.

She gave him back.

The very child she had longed for.
Prayed for.
Wept over.
She placed him in the hands of the God who had given him to her.

That kind of surrender is not transactional.
It is not easy.
It is not something that can be explained away with simple faith statements.
It is sacred.
And it is costly.

I did not stand in the ICU thinking about Hannah.
I was not drawing theological parallels in the moment.
I was simply trying to survive what was unfolding in front of me.
But looking back…
I can see it.

There came a moment when I had to release what I loved most.
Not because I wanted to.
Not because I was ready.
But because I trusted the One who had given her to me.

When I leaned over my daughter and whispered, “You can fly,” it was not a statement of peace.
It was an act of surrender.
A releasing.
A returning.

I was giving her back to the God who had loaned her to me for seven beautiful years.

That is not a moment you prepare for.
It is not something you understand fully even as it is happening.
It is something you live through… and only later begin to recognize.

Hannah’s surrender and mine are not the same.
Her story held restoration in a way mine did not.
She left the temple with a promise fulfilled.
I walked out of the ICU into a life I never planned for.

And yet…
the presence of God was not proven by the outcome.

He was present with Hannah before Samuel was ever conceived.
He was present with me… even when healing did not come.

That is the part we do not always talk about.

We often measure God’s faithfulness by what He does.
By the answered prayers.
By the miracles.
By the restoration.

But sometimes…
His presence is most evident in what He does not change.

In the strength to stand when everything inside you is collapsing.
In the peace that settles without explanation.
In the people who show up and stay when they don’t have the words.

God was there when I needed Him.
And even when I didn’t know how to ask for what I needed.

He was there in the silence between prayers.
In the repetition of words I had already said.
In the moments I questioned whether I was doing it “right.”

He was there in the worship.
In the raised hands.
In the quiet defiance of choosing to trust Him when nothing made sense.

He was there in the kindness of others.
In the tangible, human expressions of care that held me together when I could not hold myself.

And He was there…
in the letting go.

Sometimes the presence of God does not look like rescue.
It looks like companionship.

Not removing the valley.
But walking with you through it.

Not changing the outcome.
But changing what holds you inside of it.

Hannah poured out her soul before the Lord.
And she was seen.

I poured out mine too.
Not perfectly.
Not eloquently.
But fully.

And I was not alone.

If you find yourself in a place where your prayers feel desperate…
where your words repeat themselves…
where you are not sure what to ask for anymore…
you are not doing it wrong.

You are doing what Hannah did.
You are pouring out your soul.

And God is not distant from that.
He is near to it.

Sometimes the holiest thing you can do…
is stay in the presence of God…
when He has not changed the outcome.

And trust—
that He is still there.

Chapter: 9  (The Presence of God)
There are moments when the only thing that makes sense is God.
Not because we see Him clearly, but because there is no other explanation for the way light still finds its way through wreckage. I used to think of miracles as parted seas and blinding revelations. I know better now. Sometimes miracles are quiet. Sometimes they look like mercy hidden in ashes, or a breath you didn’t expect to take, or a whisper that says, I was here all along.
One of the first signs came in the chaos itself.
The woman in the car. She heard the sound of bending metal—the unmistakable violence of impact—and looked into her rearview mirror to see the wreckage. She could have kept going. Anyone would have understood. But something pulled her to stop.
Later, she told me she felt a voice in her heart say, Go back.
She parked her car, got out, and walked straight toward the scene. She didn’t know what she was walking into. She couldn’t have imagined that moments later her old friend—someone she hadn’t spoken to in years—would collapse into her arms, hysterical in utter shock and shattering inside.
I believe that voice was God. Because He doesn’t only send angels. Sometimes He sends people who already know your name.
She became one of the first hands to hold me upright. She didn’t need to say anything. She just stayed. Galatians 6:2 “Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.” She did exactly that—without instruction, without explanation.
That day, I learned that sometimes God’s presence arrives wearing familiar faces.
Another sign came quietly, almost impossibly.
After the crash, when the scene cleared and the world began its long, slow turn toward understanding, someone found my husband’s Bible. It was the only thing left untouched. Everything else—glass, metal, personal belongings—was crushed, broken, or bloodstained.
But the Bible was intact.
The spine unbroken.
Not a single page bent or stained.
I could almost see the outline of God’s hand on it.
Isaiah 40:8 “The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God endures forever.” Everything around me felt temporary—except Him. It felt like God was saying, My Word endures. And so will you.
That Bible was more than paper that day. It was a quiet declaration of permanence in a moment when nothing else felt solid.
And then there was the song.
Of all the songs that could have been chosen for Grandparents Day, Cassie’s class sang I’m in the Lord’s Army. I will forever remember Cassie—camouflage outfit, heart-shaped aviator sunglasses, raspy voice singing with her whole heart.
I may never march in the infantry,
ride in the cavalry,
shoot the artillery…
but I’m in the Lord’s Army.
At the time, I smiled like every other mother in the crowd.
After the accident, those words echoed differently.
It felt as if God had chosen that song, that day, to remind me that my daughter knew exactly whose she was. “My sheep hear my voice; I know them, and they follow me.” When I replayed that song in my mind, it felt like she was singing directly to me: Mom, I know where I’m going. I’m okay. I’m already home. I’ll see you when you get here.
Those moments became anchors—small, steady points of truth in a sea of loss.
Then came a mercy I could have missed if I wasn’t looking for God in the details.
During the organ donation process, doctors discovered that Paul had undiagnosed cancer. Advanced. Aggressive. The kind that would have demanded everything from us—physically, emotionally, financially. We would have entered another long and devastating fight.
I would have given anything to have him back, even knowing that.
And yet, I can see God’s kindness woven into that discovery. Paul was spared prolonged suffering. Our children were spared watching him waste away. “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him.” I don’t pretend to understand that verse fully—but I believe mercy can exist alongside devastation.
People told me it was coincidence.
I believe it was grace.
Not long after the funerals, a woman approached me—someone I didn’t know well, but who had been praying for us. She told me she’d had a vision. She saw Paul and Cassie walking away from the crash hand in hand. Smiling. Unafraid. Surrounded by light. I don’t know how heaven works. But I know God’s peace when I feel it.
Her words brought peace. They aligned with the quiet assurance already settling in my spirit: that they had not faced that moment alone. Rev 21:4 “He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain.”
I like to imagine them walking into that promise together. Each of these things—the old friend who stopped, the untouched Bible, the song, the discovery, the vision—became evidence to me. Not evidence of tragedy, but of presence. God’s incredible presence and promises.  God did not cause the crash. He did not take them to teach me something. What he did was show up in every detail afterward, as if to say, I am still here. I have always been here. I will never let you go.  When people ask if I was ever angry with God, I tell them the truth. Which many find hard to believe. The answer is No. Not once.
I never believed He caused it. I never believed He abandoned us in it. From the very beginning, I felt Him—sometimes faintly, sometimes so near it hurt. Psalm 139:10 “Even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast.” Because “there” wasn’t a mountaintop or a Sunday morning.
“There” was a hospital hallway.
“There” was the sound of machines breathing for people I loved.
“There” was me standing barefoot on asphalt, screaming for help.
And even there, His hand held me.
It took time to understand that God doesn’t only arrive in miracles. He was already present—in the wreck, in the waiting, in the quiet. His presence wasn’t conditional on my faith being strong. It was constant because His character is.
We often say, God showed up.
The truth is, He never left.
Looking back now, I can trace His fingerprints across every moment—every kindness, every coincidence, every small mercy that kept me breathing. The miracle was never that He fixed it all.
The miracle was that He stayed.
That is the kind of faith that doesn’t break. It bends. It bows. And it worships anyway.

Chapter: 6 Love, Simmered
In the weeks after my husband died, I found myself standing in the kitchen, angry.
Not the dramatic kind of anger that throws dishes or shouts at God—as strange as it may sound, and as often as I say it, I was never angry at God—but the quieter, simmering kind. The kind that rises when you just want one small thing to be normal again. One thing to make sense. One thing that doesn’t require courage.
The kitchen had always been our place of comfort. Food was his love language. Not grand speeches or flowery words—he loved through nourishment, through plates placed gently in front of people he cared about, through the sincere question, Did you eat? When life was heavy, he cooked. When people gathered, he cooked. When the kids were home, he cooked. When our elderly neighbor mentioned one day that she hated the food from Meals on Wheels, he cooked for her—every single day. Whoever you were, love arrived warm, seasoned, and abundant.
After he died, the silence in that room felt accusatory. The stove sat unused. The pots hung like relics of a life interrupted. And yet I stood there wanting—needing—to feel him. To feel us. I wanted something familiar enough to brush the edge of memory and pull it closer.
I wanted to make his sauce.
But he never wrote it down.
There was no index card tucked into a drawer. No stained notebook. No careful measurements passed along. He carried it in his hands, in muscle memory, in instinct refined by years of watching Italian grandmothers work magic with nothing more than a pot, a wooden spoon, and trust. Italian heritage isn’t always written—it’s lived. Added to that were his years of culinary training with some of the best Italian chefs our little town had to offer. They all had their specialties. Paul’s was sauce.
And suddenly, that unwritten knowledge felt like another loss.
I was furious.
Angry that he died.
Angry that he didn’t leave instructions.
Angry that something so deeply his now required guesswork.
Angry that our life—the one we planned, assumed, counted on—ended without my consent.
Not at God—but at loss. At interruption. At the way love can end without asking permission.
Grief often disguises itself as anger. Or maybe anger is just grief’s bodyguard, standing at the door when sadness feels too vulnerable to enter. I’ve learned that this anger doesn’t mean I’m failing at healing. It means I loved deeply. It means the bond mattered.
And it means the grief cycle doesn’t end—it evolves.
That day, anger stood beside me as I reached for the first ingredient.
Beef bones.
He always started with bones. No shortcuts. No convenience. Bones meant depth. Bones meant patience. Bones meant this would take time—and time was part of the offering.
I placed them on a baking sheet and slid them into the oven, letting them roast until the kitchen filled with that rich, unmistakable scent. As they browned, I could almost hear his voice—low, confident, coaching without condescension.
You’ve got to build the base first.
Grief, I’ve learned, also requires a base. You don’t rush it. You don’t skip the early steps just because they’re uncomfortable. You allow things to brown, to deepen, to transform under heat. What feels like burning is often becoming.
Next came the onion.
I chopped slowly, deliberately, tears stinging my eyes—not just from the sulfur, but from memory. He used to dice with ease, barely looking at the knife. He’d tease me for being too careful, then tap my butt and joke about my knife skills, asking if I’d learned from Jack the Ripper. I’d laugh, grateful to hand over the tedious task, while he took over, amused with himself.
Olive oil warmed in the pan. Garlic followed, releasing that instant, sacred aroma that tells you something good is coming. I sautéed the onions until translucent, then golden, stirring with intention—almost feeling his strong hand over mine as the spoon circled.
Each step felt ceremonial.
Crushed tomatoes poured in next—thick, vibrant, forgiving. Salt. Crushed red pepper. Oregano. Basil. The spices bloomed in the heat, and with each addition, I paused.
I thought of him.
Not the version from the hospital. Not the last days. Not the fragility. I thought of him alive—laughing, tasting, correcting seasoning with a raised eyebrow and a nod.
In those early days, grief thinned the veil between what was and what still is. Not as hallucination. Not as denial. But as presence shaped by love. There were moments I could swear he was standing behind me, arms loosely around my waist, guiding without controlling.
Not too much, he’d say.
Taste it first.
Then came the bones—lifted carefully from the oven, drippings scraped lovingly into the pot. I lowered them into the sauce like an offering, knowing they would give everything they had over time.
This is the part no one tells you about grief: it cooks forever.
There is no fast version. No microwave solution. No pressure cooker strong enough to compress loss into something tidy. Grief asks for low heat and long patience. It asks you to stay present even when the process feels endless.
I let the sauce simmer. Hours passed. The house filled with warmth and memory. I added red wine, letting it reduce, deepen, soften the edges. And finally—at the end, always at the end—Parmigiano Reggiano.
He believed good cheese mattered. That authenticity mattered. That heritage wasn’t about perfection, but about honoring where you came from.
This sauce mattered because it wasn’t just food.
It was legacy.
This would be what his children tasted and remembered. Love, simmered. Care, reduced. Presence, passed on. His proud Italian heritage translated into something tangible—something that could survive him.
I had to get it right.
Not because failure wasn’t allowed—but because love deserved the effort.
When I tasted it, I closed my eyes.
It wasn’t exactly his. But it was close enough to make my chest ache and my shoulders release at the same time. Close enough to feel like communion. Close enough to believe he would have approved.
Grief counselors often say healing doesn’t mean forgetting. It means integrating. It means finding ways to carry love forward without denying the pain that came with its loss. Ritual helps. Sensory memory helps. Creating something with your hands when your heart feels shattered helps.
That day, the sauce became my teacher.
It taught me that anger and love can coexist.
That legacy doesn’t require perfection.
That presence can be felt even when a body is gone.
That grief isn’t something to get over—but something to learn how to live with.
I didn’t stop missing him when the sauce was done.
But I remembered that love still had somewhere to go. I could express my love for him, our love in the kitchen. I could honor his memory, keep traditions, and help his legacy live one. Sometimes, that is enough to keep going without them—one moment, one memory, one ingredient at a time.


(sauce recipe back of book)


Part 2 & 3
Chapter: Life, Interrupted but Continuing
Life did not pause after my first loss. It couldn’t. It asked too much of me too quickly. I had to go back to school. Nursing school didn’t soften itself for grief. My final year was relentless—neurology, cardiac care, the emergency department, intensive care. The very places that now defined my education were the same places that held the memories of Paul and Cassie’s deaths. Traumatic brain injuries. Car accidents. Ventilators. Monitors. The ICU where I had spent three days begging and pleading for them to come back to me.
There was no separation between learning and remembering. Every lecture felt like exposure therapy. Every clinical rotation asked me to be composed in spaces where my heart had shattered. I learned how the brain swells after trauma while remembering their brain scans. I learned resuscitation protocols while remembering the stillness that followed the attempts to resuscitate them.
Eventually, I realized I couldn’t step foot in that ICU again—not yet. Not there in that hospital where I walked out alone. I asked for my assignment to be changed to a different hospital. It was one of the first times I learned that survival sometimes requires accommodation, not endurance. That choosing yourself is not quitting. It is continuing.
Outside of school, death followed me into the mundane details of living. Insurance checks arrived in the mail, stark and surreal against the ordinary stack of envelopes. Paperwork waited for signatures while my hands trembled above the lines. Final affairs moved forward whether I was ready or not—forms, phone calls, decisions no one my age should have to make. Headstones had to be selected. Names carved. Dates set without appeal. I stood in cemeteries trying to determine how much space grief deserved in stone.
Even the house reminded me. Repairs needed to be made. Things broke. Life continued its small demands, indifferent to the enormity of loss. Grief wasn’t just emotional—it was logistical. It was learning how to function while your world was still rearranging itself around absence.
I returned to work in December of 2003. Night shift. I was twenty-seven years old—a widow with children, learning how to care for others while barely holding myself together. Night work suited me then. Darkness felt familiar. The quiet hours left room for grief without requiring explanation.
Work gave me structure. It gave me a reason to keep showing up. It did not heal me, but it held me in motion. And motion mattered.
I did not do it alone.
My parents stepped in without hesitation. My church wrapped itself around me with prayers, meals, and presence. Friends became a village—showing up, filling gaps, holding my children when I couldn’t hold myself. They didn’t ask me to be strong. They just stayed.
I clung to my faith, not because it answered my questions, but because it was steady when nothing else was. God did not explain my loss. He did not make it make sense. But He did not leave. Prayer became less about certainty and more about survival. Sometimes it was pleading. Sometimes it was silence. Sometimes it was simply showing up and trusting that being held was enough.
For a long time, I visited the cemetery almost daily. I needed somewhere for grief to go. A physical place to stand when my heart felt unanchored. Over time, the visits changed. Not because love faded, but because presence became internal. I learned that grief doesn’t disappear—it relocates.
Slowly, carefully, life began to expand again.
I dated. I allowed myself to hope. I remarried. Our wedding took place at Christmastime—reds and silvers everywhere, a season built on light breaking into darkness. It felt hopeful. It felt like permission to believe in promise again.
This wasn’t moving on. It was choosing to live.
We had children. Our first was a little girl. Her middle name honored Cassie. Not as replacement—nothing could ever replace her—but as acknowledgment. As connection. As remembrance woven gently into new life. I felt God’s tenderness in that moment. Not erasing my grief, but reminding me I could still receive joy.
Maisey was a gift. Her heart, her energy, her zeal for life—there was something unmistakable about her. A reflection of a sister she would never meet. Love doesn’t divide. It multiplies.
Years later, we welcomed a son.
And still—beneath the milestones, the smiles, the photos—there were fractures I didn’t yet understand. When I remarried, I didn’t fully know who I was. I hadn’t fully processed grief or pain. I was building a life while still learning how to stand inside myself. Love requires truth. And unresolved grief has a way of seeping into everything.
Eventually, that marriage fell apart. It wasn’t surprising—not in hindsight. Two people cannot build something lasting on ground that is still shifting.
In between all of this—life happened.
Holidays came and went. Birthdays were celebrated. Pictures were taken. I started my first job as a nurse. There were bicycles and baseball games, dance recitals and music lessons. Ordinary moments layered one on top of another, forming something that resembled normal.
I tried to be superwoman.
I tried to return to life as it once was. I tried to be strong enough, capable enough, composed enough to make grief invisible. But grief doesn’t disappear just because you’re busy. It waits. It weaves. It settles quietly into the corners of your life.
The death was never gone. It was simply integrated.
I learned how to live with memory instead of against it. How to carry loss while still choosing joy. How to build a life that held both sorrow and celebration.
Those years were not empty. They were full—of love, of learning, of resilience I didn’t yet recognize as strength. And though I didn’t know it then, they were preparing me. Not for what was coming—but for who I would need to be when it did.
Chapter: Grace Under Watchfulness
I coped with my first loss with grace.
Not the kind that erases pain, but the kind that holds it quietly and keeps going. I did not unravel. I did not fall apart. I functioned. I showed up. I pressed into God with intention and trust, believing—deeply—that He was present even when nothing made sense.
Faith was not something I questioned in those years. It was something I relied on.
I learned early that survival did not require spectacle. Grief did not need to be loud to be real. My faith gave me composure, and composure became a form of worship. I trusted God not because I understood Him, but because I had no reason not to. Even in loss, He had been faithful.
Alongside that faith grew vigilance—not anxiety, but awareness. I became deeply attentive to risk, harm, and prevention. I learned how fragile life could be and responded by guarding what remained with intention. I scanned environments. I anticipated outcomes. I thought through contingencies. This was not fear-driven chaos; it was disciplined stewardship.
I functioned at a high level—always aware, always prepared.
It is still true today. I operate with an extraordinary capacity for foresight and pattern recognition. I notice what others miss. I think several steps ahead. It is a skill born of love and loss, sharpened by experience. (And yes, it would probably serve me well in intelligence work—if only it translated to chess.)
Exercise supported that discipline. Structure supported my spirit. I went to the gym every morning and every evening. Movement grounded me. Strength in my body reinforced steadiness in my mind. I took care of myself deliberately, and for a time, I looked the best I ever had.
It wasn’t vanity. It was stewardship.
Not every practice lasted forever, but every one of them served its purpose in its season.
I was also discerning about where I placed myself. I avoided what I knew would overwhelm my spirit. Certain highways. Weddings. Parties. Environments saturated with couples. This was not avoidance rooted in fear—it was wisdom rooted in self-knowledge. I understood my limits and honored them.
I learned to carry grief privately.
Loss makes people uncomfortable, especially loss without resolution. I received sympathetic looks and quiet stares—moments when others didn’t know what to say and I didn’t know how to help them feel better. So I learned restraint. I learned when silence was kinder than explanation. I learned how to protect sacred pain from casual conversation.
Some memories I set aside intentionally.
The vivid details of the day—the smells, the sounds, the sensations—I placed them carefully out of reach. Not in denial, but in trust. Trust that I could return to them when I was ready. Trust that God would guard what I could not yet carry. Even now, those memories can surface when triggered, but they no longer define me.
Over time, grief grew quieter.
Not gone. Not resolved. Simply integrated. It softened its edges and took its place alongside faith, responsibility, love, and purpose. I lived fully. I mothered intentionally. I worked competently. I trusted God consistently.
And yes—I believed I had endured the worst.
I believed that after surviving a loss so profound, life would surely be gentler. That nothing could surprise me anymore. That faith plus endurance had completed the work.
I was wrong.
But that realization belongs to a later chapter.
What mattered then was this: I survived with dignity. I lived with faith. I carried grief without letting it dismantle me. And I trusted God—not because the road was easy, but because He had already proven Himself faithful.
That grace would carry me forward.
Even when the path ahead demanded more than I could imagine.
Chapter: The Day Everything Broke Open
Aria was clean and sober.
That matters.
She had battled drugs on and off for years, but in this season, she was working. For the first time, she had a full-time job, and she was proud of herself. She came home exhausted, but she was earning money. Contributing. Building a home with her boyfriend. I allowed myself to believe—carefully, quietly—that maybe this was it. Maybe she was going to be okay. Maybe all the work, all the years, all the vigilance were finally bearing fruit.
Throughout her life, there were days when she would completely melt down and say she was going to kill herself. I had talked her off the ledge more times than I could count. Other times, I had reached my limit and told her—honestly—that I couldn’t take hearing that. That I had already lost one child and could not survive losing another. I believed those words had settled somewhere deep inside her. I believed she would put me first.
I believed love would be enough.
That Wednesday, I was exhausted. I had scrubs on—something I never wear anymore. I’m an executive now, but sometimes, when I’m tired and trying to keep up professional appearances, I reach for what’s easy. My roots were gray. I was behind on everything. I was headed to a hair appointment that was difficult to reschedule.
As I drove toward a stoplight, I started getting strange text messages from Aria.
She asked me for all of the money I had been holding for her new car. She said the man selling it to them was giving it to them even though they didn’t have enough money. It didn’t make sense. I told her not to drive it—she didn’t have a license. But I wanted to believe her. I always wanted to believe her. So I sent the money.
Then she said she was ready to go.
I didn’t understand what she meant. She said, Anytime. I’m ready.
None of it made sense.
Eventually, through the scattered messages, I realized she wanted me to pick her up. It was five o’clock, and I was already late for my appointment. I told her we would talk at eight o’clock that night.
Then she texted, I’m suicidal.
Something in me snapped. I had heard those words so many times before. I said something I regret and understand at the same time. I told her to stop talking to me like that. That she knew what I had already lost. That I couldn’t take it. I told her she was supposed to call an Uber and go to Abby’s.
As the light turned green and I made the right turn toward my hair appointment, I said out loud, Lord, please place a hedge of protection around her.
I went inside.
I didn’t think about it again.
I assumed she did what she often did—ate comfort food, took a shower, lay down, slept. I assumed we would talk later.
When I got home, I realized how tired I was. I needed to put clean sheets on my bed. My phone was in my pocket, on silent. I was talking to my oldest son while I worked.
At some point, I pulled my phone out and saw a voicemail from my mom.
She was screaming.
She said I had to call her back immediately. That this would be the most important phone call of my life.
I called her, irritated and unprepared. I don’t remember exactly what I said—something casual, something dismissive.
And then she said it.
Your daughter just committed suicide.
The words did not register all at once.
They landed, but nothing else moved. I didn’t scream. I didn’t cry. I couldn’t speak. It was as if the language left my body entirely.
Aria was always getting herself into something, stuck somewhere without a ride, money she needed for something she ordered, a disagreement with her landlord, nothing that mommy couldn’t fix.  I had made a second career out of rescuing her from herself. 
I knew only one thing with certainty:
Something irreversible had just entered the room. Mommy couldn’t fix this.
Chapter: The Longest Night
I don’t remember who called Emily.
I only remember that suddenly she was there.
She and JP pulled up, and before anyone said a word—before there were questions or plans or next steps—Emily looked at me and walked straight toward me. She didn’t hesitate. She didn’t ask permission. She wrapped her arms around me, and something in me finally broke open.
I cried hysterically.
“This can’t be real,” I kept saying. Over and over. The words tore out of me like they were being dragged from someplace deep and raw. “This can’t be real. This can’t be real.”
Emily didn’t try to calm me. She didn’t tell me to breathe. She didn’t offer explanations or Scripture or silver linings. She just held me while my body collapsed into the truth I had been outrunning since the phone call. JP stood close—steady, protective—saying very little. The pastor came too, not to speak or fix anything, but simply to be there.
This is what the Body of Christ looks like when it’s real.
Not answers.
Not explanations.
Presence.
People who move toward you when you cannot move at all. People who hold the weight when your hands finally give out.
At some point, we moved to their Jeep.
I don’t remember the decision being made. I only remember sitting inside it, the doors closed, the world narrowed down to breath and heat and the weight of the night pressing in from every direction. I did not pray. I couldn’t. But prayers surrounded me anyway—embodied in arms that stayed, voices that grew quiet, people who refused to leave me alone in the dark.
God was doing for me what I could not do for myself.

We sat in silence in the Jeep until nearly 2:30 a.m.
No one spoke. There were no words left. The air was thick with August heat and the heaviness of everything we couldn’t undo. The hum of the idling engine, the chirping of crickets, the distant crackle of radios—it all blurred into one low sound that pressed against my chest.
I didn’t want to leave without her.
I couldn’t comprehend the idea of driving away while she still lay inside that house, only a few yards away yet already somewhere I couldn’t reach.
They told us the coroner was tied up, that it might be hours. So we waited.
We waited because mothers don’t leave their children behind. Even when they’re gone, we stay.
As the hours stretched on, my body gave in. My voice was barely a whisper when I finally said, “We can go.”
It was the hardest surrender I’ve ever spoken.
Every word scraped my throat raw because every part of me wanted to stay—wanted to wait until I knew she wasn’t alone.
They drove me home through the thick, humid Florida night. The windows fogged from the damp air. My skin was slick with sweat and tears; my body ached in ways I’d never felt before. Every muscle throbbed, every heartbeat hurt. My brain pulsed from the pressure of crying too hard for too long.
When we pulled into my driveway, they walked me to the door like I was made of glass. The house was dark and still. I remember stepping over the threshold and feeling a wave of dizziness, like my body couldn’t hold the weight of itself anymore.
I went back into shock—numb, detached, hollow.
They made sure I would be okay, as much as anyone could be in a moment like that. I thanked them in a voice that didn’t sound like mine. And then they left.
I dragged myself down the hallway to my room. The quiet was unbearable. The air conditioner hummed. The walls felt too close.
I stepped into the shower and let the water hit my skin. It was scalding, but I didn’t move. The sobs came from somewhere deep—an ancient, guttural place I didn’t know existed. I cried until I could barely stand. Until the tears ran out. Until all that was left was the sound of the water and my own shallow breathing.
When I finally lay down, my body collapsed into exhaustion. I drifted into a light, uneasy sleep.
And when I woke, a single thought cut through the fog:
While I slept, they had taken her.
She had been driven past our home—
down the road we used to take to school,
to the beach,
to the mall,
to church—
one last time,
never to return.
The sun was rising, and somewhere beyond that sunrise, my daughter was gone from this world.

The God Who Never Left
As dawn broke that morning, I sat in the silence of my home, wrapped in a stillness so heavy it felt alive. My body trembled. My heart ached. My mind moved between disbelief and surrender.
And yet—even in that space between life and loss, between breath and breaking—I felt Him.
It wasn’t loud or dramatic. It wasn’t a voice or a vision. It was presence. Steady. Patient. Unmoving.
The same presence that had held me in the wreckage twenty years before when I lost Paul and Cassie. The same God who had gathered my shattered pieces then was sitting with me now, waiting for me to breathe again.
God did not rescue me from the night.
He sat with me in it.
He had not left me then, and He would not leave me now.
In that moment, I knew how I was going to embark on this next part of the journey—one I never wanted, one I would have given anything to avoid—but I knew I wouldn’t walk it alone.
I would walk it with the God who sees me,
the God who stayed beside me in every dark night,
the God who wept when I wept,
the God who still held my children in His hands when I no longer could.
This was the beginning of another chapter I didn’t choose.
But I knew who would carry me through it.
The same God who stood beside me in Cassie and Paul’s death
would be the same God who would walk with me now—
step by trembling step,
through the valley,
toward whatever light waited ahead.
Section 1: I Leaned Into God, Not Away
This time, I had an even bigger church family.
They were ready—waiting—to rush in and love me, to hold me, to cry with me. I knew they would. I trusted them. But I also remembered what it had been like after Cassie and Paul died—the whirlwind of people, the noise, the urgency to say something, do something, fix something that could not be fixed.
This time, I needed space.
Not because I didn’t believe God would meet me through people, but because I wanted to honor the emptiness. The sadness. The strange, quiet stillness that followed Aria’s death. I asked my pastor and his wife to ask the church to hold off on reaching me for a few days. I needed time to process before the world came rushing back in.
That space mattered.
I sat in silence more than I spoke. I didn’t fill the quiet with explanations or answers. I let it be what it was. I leaned into God not with words, but with presence—trusting that He could sit with me even when I didn’t know how to speak.
I searched my mind for Scripture, and none came.
Not because I don’t know the Bible. Not because I didn’t know where to look. But because I wanted the right words—the perfect ones to have a conversation with God in a moment that felt impossibly holy and impossibly broken. And I couldn’t find them.
So I asked for help.
JP offered a few verses—anchors when my own memory felt inaccessible.
[INSERT VERSES HERE]
They didn’t explain anything. They didn’t resolve the pain. But they reminded me that God had already accounted for moments like this—moments when words fail and faith becomes quieter, simpler, more bodily.
I told JP something else too. That there were moments—just moments—when I didn’t feel what I thought I should feel. Not the pain. Not the grief. Not the crushing sorrow everyone talks about. And I was afraid of what that meant.
He told me gently that it wasn’t absence.
He said it was the Holy Spirit holding me.
That sometimes God doesn’t numb us to avoid pain—but steadies us so we aren’t crushed by it. That presence can feel like quiet. That being held doesn’t always feel dramatic.
The Sunday after Aria died, I went forward for the altar call.
I didn’t look up to see how many people were there. I didn’t need to. I could feel them—hands on my shoulders, on my back, around me. An entire church wrapped around my body, hugging me, holding me, praying for me and with me. I didn’t have to speak. I didn’t have to perform grief or faith. I just stood there and let myself be carried.
It was overwhelming in the most sacred way.
In those days, I did feel like a zombie sometimes—moving one foot in front of the other, taking one breath after the next. Not dramatic. Just deliberate. But even then, I knew I was not alone.
After the funeral, the following Sunday was my first time scheduled to sit on the worship team—something I had waited for a long time to do.
I didn’t ask for a break.
I didn’t ask to wait.
I got up there.
And I worshiped fiercely.
Not because I felt strong. Not because I felt healed. But because worship was the truest language I had left. Because praise was not denial—it was declaration. A way of saying that even now, even here, I trusted God’s character more than my circumstances.
I was broken. I was devastated. But I was never abandoned.
And I never turned away from Him.
Section 1: I Leaned Into God, Not Away
This time, I had an even bigger church family.
They were ready—waiting—to rush in and love me, to hold me, to cry with me. I knew they would. I trusted them. But I also remembered what it had been like after Cassie and Paul died—the whirlwind of people, the noise, the urgency to say something, do something, fix something that could not be fixed.
This time, I needed space.
Not because I didn’t believe God would meet me through people, but because I wanted to honor the emptiness. The sadness. The strange, quiet stillness that followed Aria’s death. I asked my pastor and his wife to ask the church to hold off on reaching me for a few days. I needed time to process before the world came rushing back in.
That space mattered.
I sat in silence more than I spoke. I didn’t fill the quiet with explanations or answers. I let it be what it was. I leaned into God not with words, but with presence—trusting that He could sit with me even when I didn’t know how to speak.
“The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.”
—Psalm 34:18
I searched my mind for Scripture, and none came.
Not because I don’t know the Bible. Not because I didn’t know where to look. But because I wanted the right words—the perfect ones to have a conversation with God in a moment that felt impossibly holy and impossibly broken. And I couldn’t find them.
So I asked for help.
JP offered a few verses—anchors when my own memory felt inaccessible. They didn’t explain anything. They didn’t resolve the pain. But they reminded me that God had already accounted for moments like this—moments when words fail and faith becomes quieter, simpler, more bodily.
I told JP something else too. That there were moments—just moments—when I didn’t feel what I thought I should feel. Not the pain. Not the grief. Not the crushing sorrow everyone talks about. And I was afraid of what that meant.
He told me gently that it wasn’t absence.
He said it was the Holy Spirit holding me.
That sometimes God doesn’t numb us to avoid pain—but steadies us so we aren’t crushed by it. That presence can feel like quiet. That being held doesn’t always feel dramatic.
The Sunday after Aria died, I went forward for the altar call.
I didn’t look up to see how many people were there. I didn’t need to. I could feel them—hands on my shoulders, on my back, around me. An entire church wrapped around my body, hugging me, holding me, praying for me and with me. I didn’t have to speak. I didn’t have to perform grief or faith. I just stood there and let myself be carried.
“Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.”
—Galatians 6:2
It was overwhelming in the most sacred way.
In those days, I did feel like a zombie sometimes—moving one foot in front of the other, taking one breath after the next. Not dramatic. Just deliberate. But even then, I knew I was not alone.
“Because of the Lord’s great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.”
—Lamentations 3:22–23
After the funeral, the following Sunday was my first time scheduled to sit on the worship team—something I had waited for a long time to do.
I didn’t ask for a break.
I didn’t ask to wait.
I got up there.
And I worshiped fiercely.
Not because I felt strong. Not becaus Not because I felt healed. But because worship was the truest language I had left. Because praise was not denial—it was declaration. A way of saying that even now, even here, I trusted God’s character more than my circumstances.
“Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines… yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior.”
—Habakkuk 3:17–18
I was broken. I was devastated. But I was never abandoned.
And I never turned away from Him.
Section 2: The Whispers
God did not shout over my grief.
He whispered.
Not in ways that demanded interpretation or explanation, but in ways that felt like companionship. I didn’t chase signs. I didn’t ask for them. I simply noticed what arrived—quietly, persistently—when my heart was open enough to receive comfort without needing proof.
There were people, of course. Always people. Calls answered before I knew how to ask. Meals that appeared without coordination. Friends who knew when to speak and when to stay silent. God’s presence came embodied—flesh and bone and breath—through His people doing what they were always meant to do: showing up.
But there were other whispers too.
Small things. Ordinary things. Things I would have once dismissed but now held with reverence.
Dragonflies began appearing in my world—landing on windows, hovering close, lingering longer than felt accidental. They reminded me of Cassie and Paul. Of lightness. Of transformation. Of a love that didn’t disappear when a body did.
Then there were butterflies.
They came softly, unexpectedly. Always gentle. Always brief. They felt like Aria—restless and beautiful, hard to contain, impossible to hold for long. I never tried to explain them. I didn’t need to. Comfort doesn’t require analysis.
It requires openness.
I remembered a plant Cassie had planted years earlier to give me on Mother’s Day. A living thing she had tended with her hands, intending joy. That plant had grown, multiplied, endured. And just one week before Aria died, she had taken a piece of it and given it to me.
A continuation.
A quiet thread connecting sisters across time.
The last thing Aria gave me was a basket of eggs from the chickens.
Something simple. Useful. Sustaining. A gift meant to nourish. I didn’t know then how sacred that would feel later—that even in her leaving, the last thing she placed in my hands was provision.
Love keeps giving, even when life ends.
In the middle of all this, I returned to the kitchen.
I made the sauce.
Not because I was hungry, but because grief needed motion. Because ritual steadies what loss unravels. One ingredient at a time, I pressed in—remembering love, legacy, presence. Cooking became prayer. Stirring became conversation. I felt accompanied, not haunted.
This, too, was a whisper.
Scripture returned gently then—not all at once, not loudly, but faithfully.
“In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us through wordless groans.”
—Romans 8:26
I understood that verse differently now. Not as poetry, but as lived truth. When I had no words, I was still being held.
A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out.
—Isaiah 42:3
God was not rushing me toward healing. He was protecting what little light remained.
And beneath all of it—every moment of steadiness, every pause, every unexpected kindness—I felt it:
“The eternal God is your refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms.”
—Deuteronomy 33:27
These whispers did not remove my grief.
They located God inside it.
And that made all the difference.
Section 3: A Different Grief This Time
This time, my grief was different.
Not smaller. Not easier. But familiar in a way that brought clarity instead of panic. I did not walk into this loss naïve. I knew its terrain. I understood its weight. I recognized its early demands.
I had become fluent in grief.
When Cassie and Paul died, I was young and stunned. I survived by instinct, by obedience to the next task, by silence that felt like protection. I didn’t know what to ask for. I didn’t know what was allowed. I didn’t know that grief could be carried in community instead of isolation.
This time, I knew.
I knew grief would arrive in waves, not a straight line. I knew shock would come first, then exhaustion, then moments of terrifying clarity. I knew my body would betray me before my mind could catch up. I knew the nights would be long and the mornings disorienting.
And because I knew, I asked differently.
I asked for space when I needed it.
I asked for help when I couldn’t carry something alone.
I asked people to stay.
I asked people to wait.
I no longer believed strength meant silence.
I let people show up—not all at once, not loudly, but faithfully. I allowed myself to be seen in my breaking instead of performing composure. I did not disappear to make others comfortable. I trusted that love could meet me where I was.
That was new.
I was still strong. I was still anchored in faith. But I did not demand stoicism from myself this time. I let tears come when they needed to. I let grief be visible. I let my body tell the truth before my words could.
This wasn’t weakness.
It was wisdom.
Grief had taught me that control is an illusion and that presence is a gift. It had taught me that asking for help is not failure—it is alignment with how we were always meant to survive loss. It had taught me that faith does not require silence or solitude to be real.
I knew what I needed this time because I had learned what nearly broke me before.
And I knew something else too: grief would not be finished with me quickly. There would be no tidy ending, no moment where I could say I was “past it.” But I also knew I would not be undone by it.
I had survived before—not because I was strong enough, but because I was held.
That truth did not change.
What changed was my willingness to receive it.
This grief did not demand that I rebuild from nothing. It asked me to integrate—to carry love and loss together, to let faith mature, to allow softness alongside strength.
I was not starting over.
I was continuing forward—with memory, with wisdom, and with a God who had already proven Himself faithful in the darkest nights of my life.
And this time, I did not walk alone.
Section 4: What Remains
After the shock receded and the noise thinned, what surprised me most was not what was gone—but what remained.
Love remained.
Not abstract love or sentimental memory, but living, breathing love that continued to show up in my days. In the way I moved through the world. In the way I noticed pain more quickly. In the way compassion came before judgment. Loss had not hollowed me out; it had refined me.
Cassie remains in my tenderness.
Paul remains in my steadiness.
Aria remains in my intensity, my sensitivity, my refusal to look away from suffering.
They did not disappear when their lives ended. They live on in the ways they shaped me—in the way I mother, lead, love, and serve. Grief did not erase them; it clarified their imprint.
What remains is a deeper attentiveness to what matters.
I no longer rush past moments that ask for care. I no longer confuse productivity with purpose. I have learned that presence is the most valuable currency we have—and that it cannot be stockpiled for later. Love must be spent while it can still be received.
What remains is a calling that feels quieter but more insistent.
I did not come through this unchanged. I did not come through it untouched. But I came through it aware—aware of suffering, aware of resilience, aware of the sacredness of ordinary days. Grief did not take my faith from me. It stripped it of performance and left me with something sturdier.
I have learned that purpose is not always something we chase. Sometimes it is something that rises from the ashes of what we never wanted to endure.
What remains is a willingness to speak what others are afraid to name. To sit with pain without fixing it. To hold space instead of offering solutions. To walk beside people in their own longest nights and remind them—by presence more than words—that they are not alone.
I did not choose this path.
But I choose how I walk it.
And I walk it now with love that has been stretched but not broken, with faith that has been tested but not abandoned, and with a heart that still believes—even after everything—that what remains is enough to keep going.
Section 5: Walking Forward Without Answers
I do not walk forward with answers.
I walk forward with faith.
That distinction matters, because answers promise control, and faith requires surrender. Answers pretend that pain can be explained away if we search hard enough. Faith accepts that some losses do not submit to understanding—and chooses trust anyway.
I used to believe faith meant certainty. That if I prayed enough, believed enough, endured enough, God would make the path clear. Now I know better. Faith is not clarity. It is companionship.
It is walking into days you never imagined and trusting that you will not walk them alone.
I do not know why my children died. I do not know why love so deep came with such unbearable cost. I no longer try to build theology around tragedy. I build my life around presence.
God has never asked me to explain Him.
He has only asked me to trust Him.
Some days, that trust feels strong. Other days, it is quiet and fragile and barely spoken. But even then, it is real. Faith does not disappear when confidence fades. It changes shape. It becomes breath. It becomes obedience to the next right step. It becomes getting out of bed, answering the phone, showing up when your heart would rather hide.
I walk forward carrying memory, not running from it.
I carry Cassie and Paul in my tenderness.
I carry Aria in my intensity and empathy.
I carry all of them in the way I notice suffering now—how quickly I move toward it instead of away from it.
Grief did not harden me.
It softened me.
It taught me that strength and vulnerability are not opposites. That love is not wasted just because it hurts. That faith does not require fearlessness to endure. Courage is not the absence of fear—it is choosing to love anyway.
I walk forward knowing there will be moments when grief resurfaces unexpectedly. When the ache returns without warning. When the world feels heavier than it should. I do not see those moments as failure anymore. They are reminders of how deeply I loved—and still love.
I also walk forward knowing joy is still allowed.
Laughter is not betrayal.
Hope is not denial.
Living fully does not mean forgetting.
God has not promised me safety from loss.
He has promised me presence within it.
And that has been enough.
If you are reading this from your own place of grief, I want you to know this: you do not have to have answers to keep going. You do not have to be strong every day. You do not have to understand God to trust Him. You only need to take the next step—however small—with honesty.
You are not weak for grieving.
You are not faithless for questioning.
You are not alone, even when it feels like you are.
I did not choose this journey.
But I choose to walk it with a God who stayed, a faith that matured, and a love that death could not erase.
And I am still walking.
If I Could Sit With You
If I could sit with you right now, I wouldn’t try to say the right thing.
I wouldn’t rush to fill the silence or explain what can’t be explained. I wouldn’t ask how you’re doing in a way that expects an answer. I would simply sit across from you and let you be exactly where you are.
Because wherever you are right now—numb, shattered, angry, exhausted, functioning too well, or barely functioning at all—you are not doing this wrong.
Grief does not have a correct posture.
You might feel nothing and everything all at once. You might be moving through your days like a ghost, or you might be holding everything together so tightly that no one realizes how much it hurts. You might cry constantly, or you might wonder why you haven’t cried at all. None of that is a failure. None of it means you didn’t love deeply enough.
It means you are human.
If I could sit with you, I would tell you that grief is not something you “get over.” It is something you learn to carry. Some days it will feel heavier than others. Some days you will forget it for a moment—and then feel guilty for forgetting. Some days it will come out of nowhere and knock the wind out of you.
Those days do not mean you’re back at the beginning.
They mean love is still alive.
You don’t have to be strong all the time. Strength is not silence. Strength is not pretending you’re okay so other people can feel more comfortable. Strength is telling the truth about what hurts and letting yourself be held when you can no longer hold everything together.
If faith is part of your story, I want you to hear this gently:
God is not disappointed in you.
He is not waiting for you to say the right prayer or find the right verse or make sense of what happened. He is not standing back with crossed arms, measuring your belief by how well you’re coping. He is closer than you realize—often quieter than you expect—holding you in ways that don’t always feel dramatic.
Sometimes faith looks like worship.
Sometimes it looks like silence.
Sometimes it looks like survival.
All of it belongs.
You may feel pressure—from others or from yourself—to hurry through this. To heal quickly. To “move on.” To be inspirational. Please don’t. Grief is not a race, and it is not linear. You are allowed to take up space. You are allowed to say no. You are allowed to change your mind. You are allowed to rest.
You are also allowed to laugh again when it comes—without guilt.
Joy is not betrayal.
Laughter is not forgetting.
Living fully does not erase who you lost.
If there are moments when you feel relief, don’t be ashamed. Relief does not mean you wanted this. It means the vigilance has eased, even briefly. It means your nervous system is catching its breath. That, too, is part of survival.
If I could sit with you, I would tell you that you don’t need answers to keep going.
You only need the next step.
The next breath.
The next morning.
The next kind word to yourself.
There will be days when you feel like you are walking through fog, unsure of where you’re headed. That’s okay. You don’t need to see the whole path. You just need to trust that you are not walking it alone.
I am still walking.
And if my story has done anything, I hope it has shown you this: that grief can coexist with faith, that love does not end when life does, and that even in your longest night, you are not abandoned.
If I could sit with you, I would reach across the table, take your hands, and say this one last thing—slowly, clearly, and without condition:
You are seen.
You are held.
And you are allowed to take as long as you need.
Do it your way, You own your grief it does not own you.






A Prayer for You
God,
we come to You just as we are.
No polished words.
No strong posture.
No explanations.
You see the one sitting here reading this. You see the ache they carry—the one they can name and the one they can’t. You see the exhaustion beneath the bravery, the grief beneath the functioning, the questions they’re too tired or afraid to ask out loud.
So right now, I ask that You draw near.
Not in a loud or overwhelming way, but in the way You so often come—quietly, gently, faithfully. Wrap them in a peace that doesn’t require understanding. Let Your presence settle into the places that feel raw and unguarded. Be close to the brokenhearted. Sit with them in the silence.
God, give them strength for today—not for tomorrow, not for the rest of the journey—just for this moment. Strength to breathe. Strength to stand or rest or weep, whatever their body needs most right now. Remind them that weakness is not failure, and tears are not a lack of faith.
Cover them with Your love.
The kind of love that doesn’t rush grief.
The kind that doesn’t demand answers.
The kind that holds without letting go.
If they feel alone, reassure them. If they feel numb, meet them there. If they feel overwhelmed, steady them. If they feel nothing at all, let them know You are still present, still working, still holding them even when they cannot feel Your hands.
God, I ask that You surround them with the right people—those who will sit without speaking, stay without fixing, love without conditions. Help them to receive help without guilt. Help them to rest without apology.
When the nights are long and the mornings feel heavy, be their refuge. When memories surface unexpectedly, be their comfort. When the weight of grief presses in, be the One who carries what they cannot.
Remind them—again and again—that they are not abandoned. That You have not turned away. That You are the same God who walks through valleys, who weeps with those who weep, who stays even when the road feels unbearable.
Hold their heart gently.
Guard their mind tenderly.
Carry them when they are too tired to walk.
And when they are ready—slowly, in Your time—restore hope. Not a fragile hope, but one rooted in Your faithfulness. A hope that can coexist with sorrow. A hope that whispers, you will not always feel this way.
Until then, be enough.
We trust You with what we cannot fix.
We trust You with what we cannot understand.
We trust You with the ones we love and miss so deeply.
Thank You for being near.
Thank You for staying.
Thank You for holding us when we cannot hold ourselves.
Amen.




******Additional writing but I am not sure where to place it in the book****
Grief “Grief will always be part of my story, but it is not the whole book.”

 9/2025 A sudden wave of emotion hit me while cleaning out my closet. Tucked away, I found a soft, sunflower-yellow scarf my daughter Aria had knitted for me before she passed away. The moment I touched it, I felt her presence so vividly — as if she were right there beside me. It’s amazing how a simple object, memory, or even a song can pull you instantly back in time, unlocking love and loss all at once. Grief is like that — unpredictable, tender, relentless. The wave can knock you off your feet, but you don’t have to fight it. You can cry, you can smile, you can remember — or you can do all three at once. So here I am in Florida, wearing a knitted scarf in the heat, and realizing that grief will always be part of my story, but not the whole book. Today, I chose to own my grief; it does not own me.

 🌻🌻 8/30/2025 Sunflower Day 🌻✨ Two years ago today, my beautiful daughter Aria lost her battle with mental illness and left this world. Just weeks before she passed, she handed me a sunflower she had grown from a single seed—her final gift of light and love. I have said it many times: grief is not linear. It circles back, it bends, it breaks, it mends. And no matter how much time passes, it always leaves one loose thread that can unravel without warning, pulling you back into the rawness. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s this: to survive grief, you must own it—you cannot let it own you. Today was no different. I honored Aria by painting her old room a fresh new color, covering walls that once soaked up her tears with new life. And with my dear friend by my side—who has walked this road with me from the beginning—we painted sunflowers. Bold, bright, resilient reminders that beauty can grow even in broken soil. From this day forward, I will call this anniversary Sunflower Day—a day to remember Aria, to honor grief in all its shapes, and to choose renewal and light in the midst of sorrow. May we each grieve in our own way, in our own time, and may love—like sunflowers—always find a way to turn toward the light. 
Grief stings most on special days like birthdays, anniversaries, even baseball opening day… when the missing feels sharper and the “what should have been” presses hardest. Yet even in the ache, I find peace in God — who holds them, and who holds me. Love does not end. It lingers: in memory, in presence, in the way their lives continue to shape mine. 

A Widow’s Heart, a Wife’s Conflict My definition of grief is simple: love with no place to land. The love we have for our people doesn’t vanish in a puff of smoke when death comes. It lingers, it swells, it circles — searching for the one it was meant for. Grief becomes like an unwelcome acquaintance: it shows up uninvited, at the most inconvenient times. It stays too long, makes a mess, and wrecks your mascara. Then, just when you’ve had enough, it ghosts you — disappearing for a stretch of time that feels like relief… only to barrel back in like a hurricane, tossing everything into the air, threatening destruction, and leaving you exhausted in its wake. My husband Paul tragically passed away twenty-three years ago at just thirty-six years old. This week, we would have celebrated our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. His absence, and the grief that came with it, still live inside me. What few people talk about is the grief a widow carries in the years after the casseroles stop coming and the world moves on — especially the grief of a young widow. A young widow may find love again, remarry, and even build a new life filled with joy and hope. (I certainly did — Jim is my blessing, but that’s for another post.) Yet even with renewed joy, she still carries the love she once shared. That love doesn’t end; it gets tucked away. Sometimes grief is rapid and raw, sometimes slow and expected, but always it is sacred. A widow holds that first love quietly, honoring it, keeping it safe. She carries it alongside the love she now lives each day with her new husband, her new normal. She tucks it away because it is precious, honored, and holy — a warm light burning in a cracked corner of her heart. A heart that has been healed by God’s grace, strengthened by new love, and forever grateful for memories that will always remain.
 7/2025 to share the perspective and internal experience of a grief survivor in hopes that it will help those who interact with us better understand the lack of communication, unanswered texts, calls not returned, birthday cards forgotten and events we committed to and didn't show up for. The tapestry of life is sometimes tragically woven by unimaginable losses, my foundational trauma, a double bereavement of immense magnitude, irrevocably altered the course of my existence, leaving an indelible void and initiating a profound journey through grief's darkest valleys. Grief entails complex pain, and even more profound sense of confusion and isolation. To endure multiple, profound bereavements across my lifetime speaks to an extraordinary faith, and albeit unwilling, resilience forged in the crucible of unimaginable heartbreak, shaping my world in ways that are deeply personal and largely unseen by others. Life-altering experiences like profound grief and trauma don't just leave emotional scars; they can fundamentally reshape a person's personality. Survivors often find themselves navigating a world that no longer feels familiar, even if their surroundings remain unchanged. This transformation, though often invisible to outsiders, is a complex interplay of psychological, emotional, and even cognitive shifts. ________________________________________ 
The Echo of Loss: A Changed Self When an individual endures significant trauma or loss, it's common for them to feel like a fractured version of their former self. The idea that they return "50% of the person they were" speaks to a profound and lasting alteration. This isn't merely a temporary sadness; it's a reorientation of their entire being. Short-term and long-term memory problems, difficulty focusing, situational grief related to futures never to be experienced, and a marked resistance to social events or previously enjoyed activities are frequent manifestations of this internal upheaval. The world can feel overwhelming, and what once brought joy may now feel hollow or even painful. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross's seminal work on grief, while primarily outlining the five stages (denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance), implicitly acknowledges the transformative power of loss. While these stages describe the process of grief, the individual emerging from them is rarely the same person who entered. The "acceptance" stage doesn't signify a return to the old self but rather an integration of the loss into a new, albeit altered, identity. The struggle to remember, to concentrate, and to engage are all symptoms of a mind and spirit grappling with an immense burden. ________________________________________ 
The Survival Mask: A Silent Battle The impact of subsequent trauma or profound loss often pushes survivors into a deeper, more entrenched state of survival mode. They develop a "mask" – a carefully constructed facade designed to navigate daily life. This mask allows them to appear "fine" to the outside world, to perform necessary functions, and to maintain a semblance of normalcy. However, beneath this exterior, their internal bandwidth for genuine engagement and emotional processing is severely diminished. This is where the disconnect with family and friends often occurs. Loved ones may perceive the survivor as becoming distant, withdrawn, or even "mad." Communication dwindles, and misunderstandings proliferate. The painful truth is that the survivor of profound grief and loss is "barely breathing" emotionally. Their energy is entirely consumed by the monumental effort of simply existing and maintaining the illusion of well-being. Social media often exacerbates this illusion. Survivors might post about "wonderful things they are grateful for," and their gratitude is often genuine. Yet, these public displays rarely reveal the private torment: tears in the shower, screams in the closet, pervasive emptiness, and the sheer intentionality behind each breath. This isn't depression in the clinical sense, nor is it typically suicidal ideation. Eloquently put, "they don't want to die, they just don't want to feel, try, or pretend anymore." They yearn to shed the masks of "I am fine," "I am happy," and "moving on" to sit in the raw, authentic space of "I am hurting, I am longing, I am broken, I am tired, and the tips of my fingers are raw from hanging on to the cliff of life for one more minute." ________________________________________ 
The Unseen Effort: Why They Function The astonishing resilience of survivors lies in their ability to function despite immense internal suffering. They must work to pay bills, parent their children, and carry-on daily traditions, chores, and activities. These are the non-negotiable demands of life that occur "in the sunlight," metaphorically speaking. The world doesn't stop for their grief, and so they adapt. However, once these external demands are met – when work is over, the party ends, dinner is finished – the mask comes off, and the survivor often experiences a complete shutdown. This withdrawal is not a choice but a necessity, a profound exhaustion that requires absolute stillness to recharge even a fraction of their depleted emotional reserves. ________________________________________ 
Understanding and Support Recognizing these profound personality shifts in grief and trauma survivors is crucial for offering meaningful support. It requires looking beyond the surface and understanding that what appears as distance or disinterest is often a desperate struggle for survival. Compassion, patience, and a willingness to simply "be" with them in their pain, without judgment or expectation, can make an immeasurable difference. The goal isn't to "fix" them or bring them back to their old selves, but to acknowledge their transformation and support them as they navigate their new reality. A significant acknowledgement is that this is not temporary. The deeply grieved and pained will stay in this new normal, and understanding and support from their circle of family, friends, and even colleagues as time goes on is still crucial even though in the stages and phases of life it will look different. Loving a grief survivor is a long haul, it’s difficult, can be frustrating. Take time to learn about their pain and their loss of self. You can never understand their pain, but you give grace, and love them in it, not through it. 
A mother’s reflection
Dear Aria,
One Year Later I could not fathom that waking up on this day would confront me with the reality of having faced the worst day of my life twice in one lifetime. After losing your dad and your sister in the blink of an eye, I never imagined I would be asked to walk that road again. I always thought you would be okay. But perhaps we are all okay — until we are not. There is not a single day that passes without the ache of your absence, without missing the beautiful girl I knew you kept hidden away, protecting her from the world. You will never be forgotten, Aria. Your name is spoken — even if sometimes I am the only one who says it aloud in the quiet of my heart. When you left me, I changed too. I live differently now, carrying pieces of you in the choices I make. I eat the potato, I sing the song, I take the trip, buy the dress, wear the makeup, and order dessert. I don’t take the cruelty people try to dish out. I open my heart. I give my last dollar to the man or woman holding a cardboard sign, and I make no apologies for who I am becoming. Through the pain of losing you, I’ve learned to speak my needs, to ask for help, to take the help offered, to let go when I must, and to trust God even more deeply than before. And so I ask my friends, my family, and anyone reading these words: take a moment today and say her name — Aria Mercedes Portonova. Do something small to honor her life and her memory. A random act of kindness. A meal for someone hungry. A gift to a crisis hotline or a youth shelter. A hug for someone who is hurting. Flowers for an elderly neighbor. Something, anything, that spreads light the way she did despite her pain. Mother’s Day Reflections I started to write a simple post to wish everyone a Happy Mother’s Day. I truly do wish beautiful moments and memories for every mother. But as I scrolled through my own photos, I realized I didn’t have perfect ones to share. I didn’t even have recent ones. What I do have — and what I hold onto — are memories, moments, and hope. My journey through motherhood has been anything but perfect. It has been rewarding and sacred, but also frightening, painful, and marked by loss. It has not been a straight, easy path but a winding road filled with sharp turns and unexpected valleys. It has carried me through overwhelming joy and unbearable grief. Mother’s Day, for me, will always be bittersweet. It is a day when emotions swirl like whitewater rapids — love and laughter for the children I can still hold, and emptiness for the ones I cannot. This year, I had the privilege of standing with our praise team and helping lead worship. One of the songs was Trust in Him, and in many ways that has become my mantra. There is no other way forward but through trust. I was blessed to be surrounded by my family of faith that morning, and every hug, every prayer, every knowing smile filled a little hole in my heart. 
